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Abstract
The purpose of this embedded single case study was to describe how school leaders foster a
culture of safety in a secondary school in central Atlantic State. The central research question
guiding this study was: How do school leaders foster a culture of safety in a secondary school? I
conducted a single embedded case study at a top-rated high school that demonstrated a safety
culture under the pseudonym of Chatantown High School. The conceptual framework
undergirding this study was the Avolio and Bass full range of leadership model. Purposeful
sampling was used to interview educators and educational leaders on-site, while random
sampling was applied to select students for participation in a focus group to gain an
understanding of how school leaders foster a culture of safety in a secondary school. Direct
observations of school meetings, the student-led school safety council, and the parent advisory
council were conducted to collect data for this study. I analyzed the data and developed a
detailed description of the case, while utilizing thematic analysis for identifying the three
essential themes of positive relationships, collaborative and participatory leadership, and student
empowerment. The results of this study were that secondary school leaders foster a safety culture
when they place a primacy on the relationships and empowerment of school stakeholders. Safety
culture is created from the ground up, at the student level, and it requires leaders who have
decisive humility to grow and sustain it at every level. These findings will contribute to the body
of research concerning school climate, school leadership, and school safety culture, and fill a gap
in the literature that describes how school leaders foster a culture of safety in secondary school.
Keywords: safety culture, leadership, case study, transformational leadership
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION
Overview
As interest in the topic of school safety became more significant in the late 1990s and
early 2000s due to high-profile school shootings across America, a significant body of
knowledge has been accumulated on subjects related to physical security improvements, violence
prevention strategies, and school safety policy. Positive school climate, having teachers with
high levels of self-efficacy and motivation, and integrating parents and community as being
essential to student life-long learning are only a few examples of conditions that correlate to
improving school safety (Amedome, 2018; Berkovich & Bogler, 2021; Valckx et al., 2020). The
missing link, however, is the critical component of leadership that fosters these positive
conditions for institutional change required to stem incidents of school violence and keep all
stakeholders safe. This topic is empirically significant because it can be studied utilizing a
variety of qualitative and quantitative approaches. Additionally, the topic of leadership affecting
a culture of safety impacts practice, policy, and decision-making at the localized and school
district levels, particularly as it pertains to the professional development of faculty. The purpose
of this embedded single case study was to describe how school leaders foster a culture of safety
in a secondary school in central Atlantic State. The findings of this research capture the essential
behaviors and characteristics of school leaders that are most influential in fostering a culture of
school safety, contributing to the training and education of current and future administrators and
teacher leaders.
Chapter One of this dissertation is focused on presenting a foundation for the research
conducted for this study. Pertinent historical, social, and theoretical contextual background
information is provided, along with a situation to self that details my motivation to study this
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specific topic. The problem and purpose statements provide the context and focus of the study,
followed by the significance of the study and key terms and definitions applied throughout.
Background
School safety has been a primary focus of concern over the past twenty years, with an
emphasis on reducing violence and improving the emotional stability of students and faculty. In
2014, 78% of high schools in the U.S. public system reported at least one incident of school
violence, while 7% of students had reported being injured or threatened while attending U.S.
secondary public schools (Cobbina et al., 2020). Kim et al. (2020) concluded that 20% of high
school students have been victims of peer bullying, and nearly the same number of students are
said to have experienced suicidal ideations. Although these statistics are alarming, many success
stories speak to the effectiveness of school safety as a culture in secondary schools. This section
will summarize findings of the most relevant literature relating to the phenomenon of how
leadership creates a culture of safety in secondary schools within the contexts of historical,
social, and theoretical underpinnings.
Historical Context
Burns’ (1978) seminal work was the first form of literature to describe the type of
leadership that truly transformed organizational climate and culture by motivating followers in
the accomplishment of the organizational mission. The leadership style that Burns (1978)
discovered was the genesis of transformational leadership, and it has been studied and emulated
by leaders in business, military, politics, and education over the past 40 years. This specific type
of leadership is of particular importance to educational leaders because of its effectiveness in
influencing the positive organizational change required by many public-school improvement
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initiatives such as the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) (2002) and the Every Student Succeeds
Act (ESSA) (2015).
The NCLB (2002) and the ESSA (2015) were laws designed to stimulate results-based
action in public school academic improvement (Hodges & Lamb, 2019). According to Brown et
al. (2019), ESSA (2015) was integral in mandating funding to support public school programs
that placed a primacy on student safety and reducing violence with such initiatives as mental
health services, harassment, and bullying prevention, violence and drug prevention, and
relationship-building. The overarching objective of ESSA (2015) was to provide a safe
environment for students and faculty that established the conditions for improved learning and
student academic achievement (McCurdy et al., 2019). Although federal policy establishing the
end goals for public school reform is important, it is the school-level leaders who turn this policy
into action by fostering a culture of school safety that is internalized by students, faculty, and
parents alike.
Social Context
Programs and policies related to school safety have socially impacted faculty and
students in every academic institution. Numerous studies have evaluated the importance of
school safety as it pertains to compliance with the ESSA (2015) and similar policies to create a
positive school climate, but few studies address leadership as a catalyst for creating the “culture”
of safety within particular academic institutions. Safety culture is described as the values, beliefs,
and perceptions that stakeholders share concerning safety within their organization (Tear et al.,
2020). Vallinkoski and Koirikivi (2020) suggested that there has been a considerable amount of
academic work conducted regarding school safety. However, there exists no consensus on the
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phenomenon of leadership influence on institutional safety culture as described by secondary
school educators (Kars & Inandi, 2018; Thomas et al., 2020).
In addition to the societal impact of looking deeper into school safety culture,
transformational leadership deserves more attention as it pertains to the influence it has on
creating ideal social environments, particularly within the educational context. Kwan (2020)
concluded that administrators and teachers who are transformational, coupled with the
establishment of quality assurance and accountability mechanisms, can improve learning
outcomes in K-12 education. Moreover, increased teacher autonomy and improved teacher selfefficacy have been determined to be a byproduct of school leaders who implement a
transformational approach to leading their schools (Valckx et al., 2020). The positive influence
that leadership has on organizational change and culture is one of the most relevant and
interesting features of this study, which I attempted to elucidate after questioning and observing
educators who have experienced this phenomenon.
Theoretical Context
Some previous studies related to the problem (Rahmadani et al., 2020; Rajendran et al.,
2020) attempted to equate school safety challenges with inadequate resourcing and increased job
demands for school faculty, as explained by the Bakker and Demerouti (2007) jobs demandsresource (JD-R) theoretical model. Other studies (Gumus & Bellibas, 2020; Thornberg et al.,
2020) related problems associated with leadership and school safety with Bandura’s (1997)
social cognitive theory, where faculty and students replicated behavior based on the social
interactions and context they experienced. These theoretical frameworks fall short because they
only expound upon leadership empowerment and modeling, and are inadequate for
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understanding the problem that safety culture, as a component of school climate, is absent in
many secondary schools.
Problem Statement
The problem is that safety culture, as a component of school climate, is absent in many
secondary schools (Abernathy, 2019; Calik et al., 2018; Cobbina et al., 2020; Jagodzinski, 2019;
Konishi et al., 2021; Madfis et al., 2021). Student hostility directed towards teachers has been
associated with poor administrative leadership support, lack of resources, and pitiful school
climate (Anderman et al., 2018), while many crime prevention strategies, such as the school
resource officer (SRO) program, have yielded mixed results in connection to protecting students,
preventing crime, or improving perceptions of school safety (Jagodzinski, 2019; Sevigny &
Zhang, 2018; Zhang, 2019). Recent research on the topic of school safety (Kim et al., 2020;
Lamoreaux & Sulkowski, 2021; Smokowski et al., 2020) has been primarily quantitative, with an
emphasis on student perceptions and causal relationships between intervention policy and levels
of violence and bullying. Likewise, transformational leadership in education has been researched
extensively (Berkovich & Bogler, 2020; Hildenbrand et al., 2018; Kwan, 2020; Thomas et al.,
2020), but has mostly focused on organizational commitment, teacher burnout, and student
outcomes. In academia, and in practice, there is a need to understand the phenomenon of how
leaders affect safety culture in secondary school while identifying the essential behaviors and
characteristics of successful transformational leaders applicable for educating current and future
school leaders.
The aim of this embedded single case study was to describe how school leaders foster a
culture of safety in a secondary school in order to develop themes and interpret the meaning of
those themes and lessons learned into coherent findings for practical application and future
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research (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Yin, 2018). Netshitangani’s (2018) study on management style
and school violence comes close to describing leadership influence on school safety. However,
this research (Netshitangani, 2018) is focused specifically on educational leaders’ management
style (democratic versus authoritarian) as it pertains to policy and falls short of addressing the
phenomenon I want to investigate. A qualitative case study that describes how leadership builds
and sustains a culture of safety in a secondary school has yet to be researched.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this embedded single case study was to describe how school leaders foster
a culture of safety in a secondary school in central Atlantic State. At this stage in the research,
school-wide safety culture is generally defined as the shared values, beliefs, and perceptions of
their organization’s role in providing for the physical and emotional safety needs of
administrators, teachers, parents, and students (Tear et al., 2020).
The theory that guides this study is Avolio and Bass’ (1991) full range of leadership
model. The Avolio and Bass (1991) full range of leadership model illustrates that
transformational leadership is the most effective leadership style capable of influencing positive
personal and professional organizational growth. This theory is related to the phenomenon
because physical and emotional safety needs are critical requirements for achieving high levels
of learning and student achievement in education (Crandall et al., 2020; Lamoreaux &
Sulkowski, 2021). Transformational leadership provides the motivational drive that sets the
conditions for fostering a school safety culture, ultimately contributing to reduced violence,
improved teacher job satisfaction, and enriched student learning (Benoliel, 2020). The
participants’ descriptions of their experiences of the phenomenon were analyzed through the lens
of the Avolio and Bass (1991) full range of leadership model components.
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Significance of the Study
This study contributed to the knowledge base to better understand how school leaders
foster a culture of safety in secondary schools. Administrators, teachers, and parents will benefit
from the findings of this study because it illuminated the salient characteristics and behaviors of
educational leaders that have been proven to create a culture of safety and protect children and
teachers against physical and emotional harm. This section will describe the implications of this
study in greater detail within the empirical, theoretical, and practical context.
This research was intended to develop a broader understanding of leadership capabilities
that influence a school’s safety culture. Within the academic body of knowledge, there is a
shortfall in qualitative case studies pertaining to the influence of leadership in creating and
sustaining organizational safety culture. A gap in the literature existed that was filled with a
study focused particularly on how school leaders foster a safety culture within their respective
schools (Anderman et al., 2018; Benoliel, 2020; Kwan, 2020; McMahon et al., 2020).
The theoretical significance of this study will contribute to the existing Avolio and Bass
(1991) full range of leadership model. Educational leaders need to understand the importance of
tending to the physiological and emotional safety needs of their faculty and students in order to
achieve higher-order learning and developmental objectives (Crandall et al., 2020; Maslow,
1970), and educators will have the opportunity to provide feedback on what leadership
characteristics and behaviors positively influence a school safety culture. Additionally, all
stakeholders will profit from working with, and learning from, leaders who are transformational
due to their innate ability to foster a positive work environment, increase levels of collaboration,
and create a climate of trust that enables educational institutions to thrive (Bass & Riggio, 2006;
Kars & Inandi, 2018).
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The practical significance of this study will contribute to the development of educators
and educational leaders as they undergo professional training in school safety. Educator
development will be an important contribution to this study, as teachers’ and administrators’
experiences with an effective safety policy, leadership characteristics in developing a culture of
safety, and recommendations for reducing school violence are shared and developed into
solutions to future problems (Jensen & Bro, 2018; Tear et al., 2020). The answers to questions
that focus on effective and ineffective practices from educational professionals’ experience will
help shape policy and contribute to the development of techniques and procedures that ultimately
keep students and faculty safe.
Research Questions
The purpose of this embedded single case study was to describe how school leaders foster
a culture of safety in a secondary school in central Atlantic State. Examining an exemplar case
on leadership and school safety culture will fill a gap in the literature that currently exists. The
following central research and sub-questions directed this study.
Central Research Question
How do school leaders foster a safety culture in secondary school?
This study was important because it focused specifically on describing the phenomenon
of leadership influence in an exemplar case that demonstrated school safety culture. Safety
culture stems from Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs that suggests that safety needs must be
met prior to attaining higher-order levels of human growth. Many studies pertaining to leadership
and school safety are quantitative and focus more on school climate and teacher motivation
(Anderman et al., 2018; Calik et al., 2018; Caridade et al., 2020; Mehrad et al., 2020). The
central research question enabled me to align this study around feedback garnered from faculty
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who have experienced working for leaders in a safe learning environment, and direct observation
of how leaders foster secondary school safety culture. The goal for answering this question was
to extrapolate themes related to leadership characteristics within the context of a culture of safety
(Bass & Riggio, 2006; Creswell & Poth, 2018). These themes were critical to the findings of this
study and significantly contributed to recommendations for future research.
Sub-Question One
How do school leaders foster a safety culture in secondary school through idealized
influence?
This sub-question was tailored purposely to idealized influence, the first component of
transformational leadership. Within the Avolio and Bass (1991) full range of leadership model
framework, idealized influence is how leaders are viewed by others within their organization as a
role model, having impeccable moral courage and integrity. The aim of answering this question
was to discover the characteristics and behaviors that school leaders exude while fostering a
safety culture in secondary schools.
Sub-Question Two
How do school leaders foster a safety culture in secondary school through inspirational
motivation?
Avolio and Bass’ (1991) second component of transformational leadership is
inspirational motivation. Understanding how leaders inspire and motivate others to actions and
decisions that foster school safety culture was the goal for answering this question.
Sub-Question Three
How do school leaders foster a safety culture in secondary school through intellectual
stimulation?
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Intellectual stimulation is the third component of transformational leadership within the
framework of the Avolio and Bass (1991) full range of leadership model. Transformational
leaders allow followers to adopt new techniques, create opportunities, and question assumptions
related to solving problems and making the organization more effective in its mission (Avolio &
Bass, 1991; Bass & Riggio, 2006). This sub-question was aimed towards discovering school
leaders’ behaviors and characteristics that promote a creative and collaborative climate and foster
school safety culture.
Sub-Question Four
How do school leaders foster a safety culture in secondary school through individualized
consideration?
The fourth component of transformational leadership is individualized consideration
(Avolio & Bass, 1991). Individualized consideration is how transformational leaders consider the
capabilities and limitations of their followers, and tailor their coaching and mentoring styles to
account for followers’ differences (Avolio & Bass, 1991; Bass & Riggio, 2006). In some
instances, the component of active management-by-exception supports relationship building
through the cultivation of trust and delegation of lower-level decision-making authority.
Primarily, this sub-question was designed to focus on the ways that school leaders professionally
and personally develop faculty to foster a school safety culture.
Definitions
1. Case Study – a qualitative research design that evaluates a phenomenon in-depth within a
real-world context (Yin, 2018).
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2. Safety Culture - the shared values, beliefs, and perceptions of their organization’s role in
providing for the physical and emotional safety needs of administrators, teachers, parents,
and students (Tear et al., 2020).
3. Transformational Leadership – a leadership style that achieves performance results by
empowering followers and responding to their individual needs, while concurrently
aligning professional growth with the attainment of organizational goals (Bass & Riggio,
2006).
Summary
Safety, whether physical or emotional, is a fundamental human need. Incidents of school
violence that reduce safety, no matter how small, will negatively impact stakeholders in one way
or another. Whether responding to an incident of bullying, mitigating risk from the effects of a
pandemic, or responding to the aftermath of a school shooting, the people who are most affected
psychologically and physiologically are students, faculty, parents, and the members of the
community. The problem is that safety culture, as a component of school climate, is absent in
many secondary schools. The purpose of this embedded single case study was to describe how
school leaders foster a culture of safety in a secondary school in central Atlantic State. The
findings of this study contributed to understanding how school leaders foster a culture of safety
in secondary schools and improved upon the development of educators and educational leaders
as they undergo professional training to keep faculty and students safe.
This study consists of five chapters, providing an introduction, review of the literature,
methods, findings, and conclusion. Chapter 1 provided an overview of the problem, purpose, and
significance of this study. Chapter 2 will provide an in-depth review of the literature relating to
the problem and the phenomenon being explored.
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW
Overview
School safety is one of the most prevalent concerns plaguing educational institutions
worldwide. The effects of violations of school safety reverberate across every element of the
school system. All stakeholders: students, teachers, parents, and community, experience the
consequences of safety failure, disrupting the atmospherics and changing the climate of the
impacted educational institutions. The purpose of this embedded single case study was to
describe how school leaders foster a culture of safety in a secondary school in central Atlantic
State. This chapter evaluates multiple sources of literature related to leadership and school safety
culture. The conceptual framework will be discussed first, followed by a comprehensive review
of the literature to provide background and context as to the significance of this study while
identifying current gaps that require amplifying examination.
Conceptual Framework
Understanding the conceptual framework for foundational context is essential to
describing how school leaders foster a culture of safety within secondary schools. The Avolio
and Bass (1991) full range of leadership model is fundamental to understanding the extent to
which leaders prioritize safety as a critical requirement for their respective academic institutions.
The model juxtaposes different leadership styles, providing an optimal and suboptimal example
of leadership effectiveness in relation to particular leadership attributes. The Avolio and Bass
(1991) full range of leadership model is unique and integral to all facets of leadership,
connecting to people, and providing feedback and resourcing at the appropriate place and time to
foster an organizational culture of safety. This conceptual framework guides this study by
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providing the origin for research questions predicated on the components of leadership outlined
in this model and supports the basis for thematic development during data analysis.
Full Range of Leadership Model
The Avolio and Bass (1991) full range of leadership model was developed to illustrate
different leadership components of transformational, transactional, and laissez-faire leadership
styles, and how these components compare across the dimensions of effectiveness, depth, and
activity. The full range of leadership model extends Burns’ (1978) seminal work that described
the two primary leadership styles of transactional and transformational. Transactional leadership
incorporates employee reward/punishment approaches that are tied to social exchanges and task
accomplishment (Bass & Avolio, 1994; Burns, 1978). In contrast, transformational leadership is
focused on inspiration and motivation to indirectly align the organizational mission to the
personal and professional development of those whom the leader serves (Bass & Avolio, 1994).
Consequently, transformational leaders demonstrate the ideal characteristics that move their
organization towards higher levels of productivity while creating intrinsic organizational
resilience (Avolio & Bass, 1991; Bass & Avolio, 1994; Burns, 1978).
The four components of transformational leadership, also referred to as the 4Is, are
idealized influence, inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation, and individualized
consideration (Avolio & Bass, 1991). Idealized influence is leadership role modeling, leading by
example, demonstrating the character and competence in daily functions that arouses followers
to admire, trust, and respect their leaders (Bass & Riggio, 2006). The second component of
transformational leadership is inspirational motivation which is the capability to inspire
enthusiasm, optimism, and teamwork targeted towards achieving personal and professional goals
(Avolio & Bass, 1991; Schuesslbaur et al., 2018). Next is the component of intellectual
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stimulation, described as the leader’s ability to foster creativity and novel thinking within the
organization (Bass & Riggio, 2006; Robertson, 2018). Individualized consideration is the last
component of transformational leadership, and refers to building relationships, coaching,
mentoring, and connecting with followers at a personal level to foster trust, cohesion, and
autonomy (Bass & Riggio, 2006; Martinez-Corcoles et al., 2020). Transformational leadership is
the primary topic of this literature review and is discussed in greater detail in subsequent
sections.
The two primary components of transactional leadership are contingent reward and
management-by-exception. Bass and Riggio (2006) described contingent reward leadership as an
agreement between leaders and followers that provides a reward for satisfactory task
performance. Hefer and Dreisbach (2020) discovered that contingent-based reward agreements
stimulated employee goal achievement, but also warned that potential unwanted consequences
could occur if the reward becomes the sole focus for accomplishing a task. Management-byexception is the second primary component of transactional leadership and is subdivided into
active and passive degrees of leader involvement (Avolio & Bass, 1991). Leaders who actively
manage-by-exception only get involved when corrective action is required due to monitored
divergence from the original plan, while passive management-by-exception describes leaders
who take corrective action only when something is brought to their attention (Bass & Riggio,
2006; Hassi, 2019).
Laissez-faire leadership is the avoidance of responsibility, and the absence of decisionmaking and leading (Bass & Riggio, 2006). In almost every study, laissez-faire leadership has
been classified as being ineffective due to the leader being inaccessible and disengaged,
depriving employees of critical feedback and guidance, which has the propensity to paralyze an

29
organization or create internal chaos (Breevaart & Zacher, 2019; Diebig & Bormann, 2020;
Rajagukguk et al., 2020). Laissez-faire leadership is only occasionally used by effective leaders
in contexts where the followers may have a significantly higher level of knowledge and expertise
in a particular subject matter, thus justifying a completely de-centralized and autonomous
leadership approach (Bass & Riggio, 2006).
In summary, the full range of leadership model is an important conceptual framework
from which to view leadership effectiveness from a holistic, conceptual vantage point. Most
leaders will use varying degrees of every leadership component depicted in Avolio and Bass’
(1991) model dependent upon circumstances, context, and job demands. However, leaders who
are considered to be transformational and effective will implement the 4I’s in abundance, while
applying contingent reward and management-by-exception sparingly (Bass & Riggio, 2006; Lee
et al., 2019). Critics of the Avolio and Bass (1991) full range of leadership model suggested that
it can be interpreted as elitist and lacking clarity since the leadership components often overlap
(Northouse, 2021). However, these criticisms fail to supplant the purpose of the model as a way
of thinking about how leaders develop their followers to improve organizational effectiveness in
a dynamic world (Northouse, 2021). Like leadership itself, this conceptual framework is more art
than science and serves as a guidepost for leaders to develop leadership characteristics,
behaviors, and actions that foster organizational success in themselves and their followers.
The Avolio and Bass’ (1991) full range of leadership model is significant to the
phenomenon of how school leaders foster safety cultures in secondary schools. It depicts the
what, and indirectly the how, leadership influences positive climate and culture in a safe and
nurturing environment. This model is woven into the related literature review and research
methodology of this study to inform and guide this study by providing the basis for the central
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research question, sub-questions, and subsequent interview and focus group questions.
Additionally, the four components of transformational leadership, as well as contingent reward
and management-by-exception derived from Avolio and Bass’ (1991) full range of leadership
model provided the framework for categorizing the discovered themes during data analysis.
Related Literature
This study looked at the current problem that safety culture, as a component of school
climate, is absent in many secondary schools (Abernathy, 2019; Calik et al., 2018; Cobbina et
al., 2020; Jagodzinski, 2019; Konishi et al., 2021; Madfis et al., 2021). The purpose of this
review was to identify interrelatedness between the problem, the academic and social
environment, and the requisite leadership skills for solving the problem to lay the groundwork
for future in-depth research. Scholarly journals referenced in this study cover the primary topics
of school climate, safety culture, the impact of school violence, and leadership effectiveness in
fostering a culture of organizational safety. The literature also provides a comprehensive breadth
of diverse resources that illuminate gaps needing to be bridged through new research. The first
two sections of this review describe how safety is a fundamental human need requiring
leadership prioritization, while subsequently defining school climate. The third section explores
the facets of school safety culture as an interrelated component of school climate to lay the
foundation for describing the environment and providing an informed understanding of the
problem. The last section evaluates how leadership affects a safety culture through the lens of the
four components of transformational leadership, contingent reward, active management-byexception, and laissez-faire leadership.
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Safety as a Fundamental Human Need
Maslow (1943) postulated that safety ranked as one of the most fundamental of all human
needs. In his seminal work that provided an overarching explanation of human motivation,
Maslow (1943) classified five different human needs into two categories: deficiency needs and
growth needs. The deficiency needs category consisted of physiological needs, safety, and
belonging, while the growth category is comprised of esteem needs and self-actualization
(Maslow, 1943; Noltemeyer et al., 2020). If one of the aforementioned categories of needs fails
to be met, the hierarchy suggests that an individual could foster depressive symptoms until the
particular need is satisfied (Crandall et al., 2020).
Satisfying deficiency needs physiological, safety, and belonging provide a launch point
for the attainment of higher-order growth needs (Maslow, 1943; Noltemeyer et al., 2020). Within
the educational context, Fisher and Crawford (2020) identified that academic institutions that
provide a culture of support to their students and staff foster a naturally thriving academic
culture. Conversely, organizations that fail to meet deficiency needs first, will ultimately fail to
provide the mental and emotional requirements necessary to achieve Maslow’s (1943) needs
concerning individual growth. Applying knowledge about basic human need requirements
reinforces educational leaders in the planning and management of food, water, and comfortbased resources provided to students in school. Once physiological needs have been considered
and provided for, the planning focus should shift to the fundamental human need of safety. As
Maslow (1943) suggested, an individual’s requirement for safety is environmentally focused,
enabling an individual to attain other essential needs. Inadequate environmental conditions have
the opposite effect and may tend to suppress personal growth and the ability to cooperate with
others (Bland & DeRobertis, 2020).
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Safety needs are foundational, dynamic, critical, and interrelated based upon distinctive
cultural contexts (Noltemeyer et al., 2020). Over the past 30 years, safety needs in education
have been at the forefront of public debate and prominent policy decisions (Cornell, 2020;
Jagodzinski, 2019; Jeynes, 2020; Kelly et al., 2021). These safety-related discourses reinforce
the fact that safety is a fundamental human need, especially within the educational context where
students’ learning and cognitive development will stagnate in unsafe environments. School
safety has been such a pressing topic that many educational leaders have also expanded policy
and programs to involve multiple fields, such as counseling, social work, special education,
psychology, and juvenile justice to tackle safety-related prevention and response problems
(Mayer et al., 2021).
For leaders who elect to make an exceptional investment in school safety, the ultimate
reward is improved student learning, belonging, and esteem needs. Confidence, strength, and
adequacy are the byproducts of having met these esteem needs (Maslow, 1943, 1970). In a
related study that measured internal and external locus of control, Crandall et al. (2020)
discovered that teenage students were less susceptible to depression and more resilient when they
possessed an internal, vice external, locus of control. Character-building, self-reliance, and inner
strength are all positive outcomes that stem from environments that provide for students’ safety
and esteem needs in the classroom. Moreover, Blynova et al. (2020) discovered that when
students feel psychologically and socially safe, their motivation for academic achievement and
participation in school sports considerably improves. For educational leaders, Maslow’s (1943)
hierarchy of needs has serious implications on the qualified assumption that if students, faculty,
and parents do not feel safe in school, then subsequent deficiency and growth needs will not be
achieved. Consequently, a culture of school safety can only be attained if effective leadership is
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involved and engaged, creating a positive school climate that provides for the physical, mental,
and emotional safety of all stakeholders.
Defining School Climate
School climate is considered to be the teacher and student perception of satisfaction or
dissatisfaction within a particular academic institution (Berkovich & Bogler, 2021). Several
factors contribute to school climate in both positive and negative ways, including leadership,
teacher motivation, student performance, bullying, and violence. Valckx et al. (2020) discovered
that positive correlations existed between increased dialogue within professional learning
communities and collective responsibility, and school leaders’ capability and teachers’
perception of collective authority. Student perceptions of school climate have been linked to the
risk of bullying victimization: the more positive the school climate, the lower the risk of bullying
victimization (Ding et al., 2020). Moreover, a positive school climate is integral to improving
teacher performance and student academic achievement (Amedome, 2018; Hoferichter et al.,
2021). The five dimensions of school climate are categorized as institutional environment,
relationships, teaching and learning, school improvement processes, and school safety (Capp et
al., 2020; Lewno-Dumdi et al., 2020).
The institutional environment dimension of school climate refers to the physical space of
an academic setting and its contextual condition, such as building maintenance, classroom
cleanliness, and the availability of resources (Grazia & Molinari, 2020). Stakeholder feelings of
connectedness and engagement are inclusive within the dimension of the institutional
environment because how stakeholders feel, perceive, and attach to their environment directly
affects perceptions of positive or negative school climate (Lewno-Dumdie et al., 2020).
Academic institutions that maintain clean, spacious, and organized spaces are more likely to
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generate positive feelings and perceptions of school climate in contrast to unkept, constricted,
and unorganized areas that typically reflect negative perceptions of school climate (LewnoDumdie et al., 2020; Ryberg et al., 2020).
Positive stakeholder relationships are fundamental to sustaining a positive school climate.
Relationships between parents, faculty, students, and leadership reflect the level of commitment,
community, and support provided within the educational environment (Sanchez et al., 2020).
Amongst school faculty and student relationships in secondary school, Coyle et al. (2021)
discovered that students who do not feel supported or connected to adults at school predictably
harbor negative feelings towards their respective school’s climate. Additionally, the relationship
dimension of school climate is inextricably linked to perceptions of safety because mutual trust,
equity, and approachability are essential elements to creating and sustaining a school safety
culture (Velarde et al., 2020).
The third dimension of school climate is categorized as teaching and learning. Also
referred to as academic climate, the teaching and learning dimension is organized primarily
around the social-emotional ethical learning and related instructional processes that transpire
within the classroom (Grazia & Molinari, 2020). Due to the requirements for all secondary
schools to demonstrate learning achievement and teaching effectiveness, this dimension of
school climate is generally the highest priority for all school leaders. Baumsteiger et al. (2021)
concluded that teaching and learning focused on social-emotional intelligence improved teacher
and student perceptions of trust, community, and safety, thus providing another linkage to
developing a comprehensive safety culture.
School improvement processes are the fourth dimension of climate that focuses on the
systems, programs, and actions taken to promote student, teacher, and leadership success
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(Lewno-Dumdi et al., 2020). Theories of school climate and the dimension of school
improvement processes have moved towards recognizing resilience and social cognition as
essential elements for understanding student development (Lenz et al., 2021). A whole-of-school
approach that incorporates parents, community, and school faculty, is likely required to
successfully promote student resilience, self-awareness, and character development while
contributing to the final dimension of climate: school safety.
School Safety Culture
The safety dimension of school climate is what enables the institutional environment to
effectively operate while providing a safe space for teaching and learning to flourish. School
safety can be fundamentally described as the physical and emotional security provided by
leadership that protects students, faculty, and parents from incidents of school violence, bullying,
and harassment (Cobbina et al., 2020). School violence and degradations in school safety culture
have a negative effect on climate, which deprives students and teachers of sustaining a
constructive academic environment. School violence is undoubtedly the most visible aspect of
school safety and garners the preponderance of school preventive and response resources to
mitigate. Victims can be both faculty and student peers, and actions are not only physical in
nature but can be psychological and emotional. Categorization of school violence includes
physical violence, threats of violence, verbal attacks, and sexual harassment (Iniguez-Berrozpe et
al., 2021; McMahon et al., 2020). External to the victimization of an individual, school violence
affects school climate, teacher performance, communal trust, and can have a profound, degrading
effect on student academic performance (Abernathy, 2019).
Incidents of school violence are usually a group phenomenon that involves bystanders
being in the vicinity of the incident before and after an occurrence. Over 85% of bullying
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incidents happen in front of bystanders (Konishi et al., 2021), and 76% of bullying events
transpire on school grounds that are ostensibly safe spaces for adolescents (Iniguez-Berrozpe et
al., 2021). Consequently, many secondary school policies and programs are shifting towards
educating students on healthy relationships and the students’ role to step in and mitigate bullying
or the violent actions that they witness. School climate, environment, and teacher attitudes and
behaviors towards incidents of school violence have been proven to be influential factors in
student bystander decision-making on whether or not to act (Banyard et al., 2020). Educators
play a significant role in violence prevention and response and are critical to fostering safe
spaces within their span of influence within the school.
Teacher morale, self-efficacy, and intrinsic motivation are essential elements for
sustaining a cadre of highly effective educators in a safe school environment. According to
Brown et al. (2018), teachers must evolve from being experts on teaching to becoming experts
on learning. This places additional pressure on teachers to modify teaching styles, learn new
skills, and seek additional resources, often with minimal assistance or guidance from leadership.
In many cases relating to instances of school violence, administrators look to teachers for
solutions, frequently disregarding the severity of the event and offering nominal solutions for
mitigating future violence (Calik et al., 2018). This deflection of responsibility can lead to
mistrust and negative teacher perceptions of school leaders and can impose significant
psychological and physiological stress. Moreover, teachers who are victims of school violence
experience decreased self-esteem and motivation which typically leads to degraded performance
and burnout (Agotenes et al., 2020; Anderman et al., 2018; McMahon et al., 2020).
The cascading effects of school violence, poor leadership, and teacher burnout culminate
with aggregate decreased student academic performance. Since the goal for academic institutions
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is to facilitate student growth and academic success (Lou et al., 2020), violence and other matters
that erode a safe environment obviates the school’s ability to accomplish its mission due to its
negative impact on the student. With increased incidents of violence and bullying in schools,
many students feel unsafe and suffer significant fear and anxiety, resulting in decreased
motivation and an inability to excel academically (Shields et al., 2018). Additionally, educational
leaders with instructional, distributed, and transformational leadership styles focused on student
well-being were found to be the most positively impactful on improving student achievement
and academic performance (Kaya & Erdem, 2021; Wu et al., 2020).
Violence Prevention Strategies
Many school violence prevention strategies, although well-intentioned, have yielded
ineffective results in curbing incidents of violence that negatively impact school safety. The
problem of mass school shootings has garnered the most policy-related attention, particularly in
the United States, where there have been more mass school shootings in the past 18 years, than
in the previous 50 years combined (Jagodzinski, 2019), while a total of 431 homicides have
occurred on school grounds between 1994 and 2018 (Cornell, 2020). This phenomenon has
forced secondary school leaders to redouble their efforts to protect students and faculty by
investing in initiatives such as the School Resource Officer (SRO) program, upgrading physical
security measures, improving the availability of mental health resources, and updating
emergency procedures.
Madfis et al. (2021) argued that many of these school safety initiatives are influenced
heavily by the political and social drivers for policy change due to the nationwide shock and
horror that mass shootings produce, and that these initiatives fail to address the root causes of
school violence. Relatedly, Zimmerman and Astor (2021) pointed out that equitable resource
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distribution for teacher training, extracurricular activities, school safety teams, funding, and
manageable class sizes need to be reflected in updated school policy. School leaders, therefore,
have to weigh the benefits, costs, and risks before introducing a particular security measure into
their overarching institutional safety policy.
Conducting a threat assessment is one technique that can assist school leaders in
proactively intervening with high-risk students that have communicated or indicated their intent
to commit acts of violence against student peers or faculty. Cornell (2020) discovered that school
leaders who incorporate threat assessments into their safety policies can prevent violent acts
from happening, reduce incidents of bullying, and improve teacher perception of safety, all while
being fundamentally less obtrusive than other overt protection options. Threat assessments are
not designed to predict future criminal behavior but instead are intended to deescalate tension
between individuals in a multi-disciplinary approach that incorporates teachers, administrators,
counselors, and law enforcement (if the situation requires) to mitigate and manage potential
conflict (Cornell et al., 2021; Mayer et al., 2021). In addition to school faculty, students’ parents
and community leaders are essential stakeholders in preventing violence and fostering a safety
culture in secondary schools.
Student Safety Leadership
School safety initiatives and violence prevention strategies require student-led
innovation, resourcefulness, and buy-in to achieve desired program effectiveness. Student leader
empowerment creates opportunities for shared accountability, civic engagement, and increased
organizational capacity (Lyons et al., 2020; Pearson, 2021). Rappaport (2021) concluded that
considering student needs is a critical requirement for improving school climate and creating
sustainable safety initiatives. Creating school committees or councils that are organized and led
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by students provide experiential opportunities for students to take charge and recommend
changes to school faculty and leadership based on their perspectives, allowing them to build
awareness, empowerment, confidence, and a leadership mindset (Pierce et al., 2021). Moreover,
students who participate in collaborative forums that promote leadership and engagement have
been proven to increase academic performance, prudent risk-taking, and improved selfregulation (Deng et al., 2020), all important qualities for school safety culture to thrive.
Joint accountability is another significant characteristic that can emerge within the group
dynamic of student safety leadership. In high-risk safety environments, joint accountability is
referred to as the shared responsibility of responding to a safety-related situation, addressing
issues directly with those above or adjacent in positional stature (Peightal & Singerhouse, 2020).
This shared belief in calling out suspicious behavior is an essential element to developing
prosocial behaviors such as a sense of community, conflict resolution, and behavior modification
that ultimately contributes to school safety culture (Pyo, 2020). Whether discussing safetyrelated issues in a formal committee setting or intervening in a student-on-student bullying
altercation, schools that nurture joint accountability will enable students to inculcate a leadership
mindset necessary for adapting and appropriately responding when a crisis occurs.
Many studies have recommended that schools prioritize character education over
traditional subject-intensive curricula because these contribute to reduced levels of violence and
conflict while taking a holistic approach to personal development (e.g., Jeynes, 2020; LewnoDumdie et al., 2020; Pyo, 2020; Tuati et al., 2019). Indirectly, character education emotionally
connects students with each other and the community, creating resilient social networks that are
able to resolve contentious issues and respond to crises more effectively. Cohen (2021)
suggested that through character education, students become empowered through academic,
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social, civic, and emotional learning experiences while proving more effective at mitigating
safety challenges than the prevailing trend of fortifying schools with alarms, cameras, and
ballistic-proof shelters. Together with parents and faculty, student leadership is vital to school
safety culture, perpetuating a “police their own” mindset that creates a highly effective first layer
of defense.
Parental and Community Collaboration
Students’ parents are integral to completing the stakeholder triad between faculty and
student. Caridade et al. (2020) discovered that parental involvement directly contributed to
improved school climate and reduced student behavioral problems. When some schools in
disadvantaged neighborhoods in the United States implemented a deliberate parental volunteer
program, there was a 53% reduction in violence and criminal activity, as well as a 42% decrease
in student-on-student violent activity resulting in bodily harm (Hamlin & Lee, 2020). As an
element of a broader study within the communal context, Wilson (2019) posited that childhood
development is most significantly affected by parental involvement, and many school safety and
violence intervention programs must include family participation to be effective and sustainable.
Observed parental involvement in schools is a visible indicator of social control that
serves as a mechanism of criminal activity deterrence (Hamlin & Lee, 2020). Additionally, the
student-parent-teacher relationship is critical in bullying and cyber-bullying prevention and
response. Some of the ways that school leaders can intervene is by cooperating with parents and
teachers to ensure that students are educated on how to build and sustain healthy peer and
parental relationships and encouraging parents to reduce inter-parental conflict in the home
(Ding et al., 2020). As a corollary to higher-order cooperation, collaboration enables the voices,
ideas, and experiences of diverse individuals to mutually support one another in decisions and
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actions (McMahon et al., 2020). Since transformational leaders are inherently adept
communicators, they have the innate capability to engage, connect, and motivate parents to
remain involved in school programs that promote academic achievement, inculcate a safety
culture, and reduce incidents of school violence.
A reformation of behavior and policy is usually required to achieve a safety culture
within an organization. Within an educational context, leadership characteristics that facilitate
systemic reform are optimism, faith, hope, and having an indomitable will to overcome
challenges (Shields et al., 2018). Internal and external factors contribute to a school safety
culture, and cooperation across the spectrum of stakeholders is essential in setting conditions for
improving institutional climate and reducing incidences of violence. Soliciting feedback from
teachers and students is integral to cooperating and facilitating buy-in for safety reform (Tuytens
et al., 2019). The critical requirement needed to foster this vital element of cooperation across the
academic system is active, positive, and nurturing leadership (McMahon et al., 2020).
Amedome (2018) discovered that a positive and open school climate was reflective of
healthy relationships amongst teachers and leadership, as well as corresponding school pride and
cooperative attitudes. Inculcating a cooperative spirit within the academic institution is the
leader’s raison d’entre. As every orchestra needs a conductor, secondary schools require leaders
who harmonize the cooperative actions of students, parents, and faculty to create a culture of
safety and a positive school climate. These changes require contemporary school leaders who
have adept interpersonal skills, instill trust, and truly care for and support their people (Kingston
et al., 2018; Wu et al., 2020). Moreover, school leaders must be vigilant, adaptable, innovative,
inclusive, and decisive to effectively prevent crises and foster a school safety culture (Abernathy,
2019; Cobbina et al., 2020; Konishi et al., 2021; Pyo, 2020; Smokowski et al., 2020). The next
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section will describe the effect that such leaders have on influencing the creation and sustainment
of a school safety culture through the theoretical framework of the Avolio and Bass (1991) full
range of leadership model.
School Leader Influence
Leadership is the art of inspiring others to achieve mission success (Burns, 1978;
Northouse, 2021). Multiple classifications of leadership styles exist, but the two central styles
contrasted in the Avolio and Bass (1991) full range of leadership model are transactional
leadership and transformational leadership. Although some characteristics of transactional
leadership are effective in specific situations pertaining to school safety, such as implementing a
limited contingent reward and punishment arrangement for school rule conformity (Okindo et al.,
2020), school leaders who exercise transformational leadership have the propensity to spur
systemic safety change and consequently create a safer school atmosphere (Baptiste, 2019;
Thomas et al., 2020). Moreover, transformational leadership relies on inspirational motivation,
developing people, and genuine concern to orient the organization to achieve the predominant
vision (Acton, 2021), while significantly affecting holistic improvement across the institution
and increasing educational outcome effectiveness (Luo et al., 2020).
Transformational leaders are capable of creating, coaching, and motivating highperformance teams that self-regulate and independently lead and teach one another, creating a
cooperative, ever-evolving, and resilient organization (Bass & Riggio, 2006). This cooperative
and resilient organizational structure provides the fertile ground for a safety culture to grow and
thrive under the auspices of a transformational school leader. Flatau-Harrison et al. (2020)
concluded that authentic transformational leadership directly nests with positive perceptions of
organizational climate. Evaluating leadership influence on safety culture, not just safety climate,
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through the components of the Avolio and Bass (1991) full range of leadership model: laissezfaire, management-by-exception, contingent reward, idealized influence, inspirational
motivation, intellectual stimulation, and individualized consideration provides a lens from where
to view the essential behaviors, characteristics, and capabilities that school leaders possess to
affect school safety culture.
Laissez-Faire Leadership. The laissez-faire component of the Avolio and Bass (1991)
full range of leadership model is the least preferred, and an ineffective approach to leading
academic institutions. Due to the passive nature of laissez-faire leadership, when secondary
school principals allow teachers to create school policy with no supervision, guidance, or
direction, chaos and internal friction between faculty members will ensue (Rajagukguk et al.,
2020; Shah et al., 2020). This internal strife between faculty will eventually affect other
stakeholders in the school, fostering a poor climate and increasing negative perceptions of school
leadership. Klasmeier et al. (2021) posited that laissez-faire leadership has a corrosive effect on
organizational climate and culture, where followers seek meaningful feedback, decisions, and
belonging from leadership that is nonexistent. This unfulfilled yearning for engaged leadership
has an adverse impact on organizational safety culture by placing stakeholders at higher risk of
being subjected to neglect, abuse, and violence (Agotnes et al., 2020).
The literature suggests that there is a prominent conflation between laissez-faire
leadership and delegating responsibility to subordinates (Iqbal et al., 2021; John & Mkulu, 2020;
Lundmark et al., 2021). The salient distinction between laissez-faire and delegation is that
laissez-faire is the absence of leadership functions, such as decision-making, mentorship, and
supervision, while delegation is a deliberate decision made by effective leaders. Norris et al.
(2021) concluded that delegation is a useful and positive leadership behavior; however, followers
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will often misconstrue delegation for laissez-faire if the leader’s competence trustworthiness is in
doubt. This finding serves as a qualifier that laissez-faire leadership is unacceptable as an
effective component of leadership. Moreover, laissez-faire leadership cultivates increased levels
of individual and organizational stress (Diebig & Bormann, 2020), whereas intentional
delegation of authority and task action can create trust and organizational cohesion if the leader’s
motives for delegation are deliberate and altruistic. Since safety culture is dependent upon
individual initiative and trust (Mubarek et al., 2021; Tao et al., 2020; Zwetsloot et al., 2020),
leaders are required to actively supervise delegated task accomplishment to ensure organizational
safety is maintained, and objectives are met.
Transactional Leadership. Transactional organizational culture is predicated on
contractual relationships that are more aligned to the self-interest of employees rather than on the
accomplishment of the organizational mission (Bass & Riggio, 2006). Transactional-focused
school leaders that attempt to build a safety culture with a heavy emphasis on written policy,
regulations, and reward/punishment systems will most likely have to confront high teacher
turnover, low morale, and increased levels of school violence (Bass & Riggio, 2006; Duraku &
Hoxha, 2021; Okindo et al., 2020). Yet, if school leaders can judiciously incorporate
transactional leadership techniques with a transformational leadership style, they may be able to
increase the effectiveness of their safety leadership and influence. The following sections
evaluate the two transactional leadership components of management-by-exception and
contingent reward within the context of how school leaders foster safety culture.
Management-by-Exception. Management-by-exception is widely recognized as a
transactional leadership component and is ineffective as a correctional technique if used
excessively by organizational leaders (Avolio & Bass, 1991). However, active management-by-
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exception has utility in certain contexts in which leaders can delegate decision-making and
response to events at a lower level, and actively involve themselves only when required to take
decisive action. Active management-by-exception requires continuous monitoring and evaluation
(Akkaya et al., 2020; Bass & Riggio, 2006; Khan, 2021; Putra et al., 2021), and this constant
monitoring can be utilized by school leaders to trust but verify in circumstances where particular
decision-making authority has been delegated to subordinate faculty members. Thus, active
management-by-exception within a positive, nurturing environment can foster organizational
trust and decentralization of decisions and actions that affect safety culture in a variety of ways.
Trust is the fundamental element for creating organizational safety culture (Talu &
Nazarov, 2020; Marshall, 2020; Zwetsloot et al., 2020). In many cases of effective, safetyminded leadership within the educational context, trust can be considered a prerequisite of active
management-by-exception, thus galvanizing the professional relationship between leader and
faculty member. Ahlstrom et al. (2020) concluded that school principals who foster collective
trust with faculty, students, and parents are more prepared to cope with turbulence and
uncertainty during times of crisis. Therefore, active management-by-exception is advantageous
for leaders who trust faculty to make decisions and take action on their behalf to respond to
significant events that may compromise the safety of their people.
Active management-by-exception is an effective approach when leaders cultivate trust
with their people and decide to decentralize control and authority of specific tasks to gain speed
and efficiency (Romanowski & Du, 2020). Teachers who intervene in a physical altercation or
react to the discovery of a loaded firearm on school grounds are examples where faculty
members have been empowered to take immediate action while school leaders intervene at the
appropriate time. Decentralization in education as an offshoot of active management-by-
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exception is a developing concept (Chaaban et al., 2021; Porlares & Tan, 2021), but it
fundamentally describes how safety culture relies heavily on lower-level initiative at the point of
decision to effectively protect students, faculty, and the community.
Contingent Reward. As a transactional component of leadership, contingent rewards can
be episodically effective in achieving increased levels of performance and efficiency (Bass &
Riggio, 2006). Within a safety context, the contingent reward has been determined to be
complementary to individualized consideration for ensuring employee safety compliance (Lieu et
al., 2021; Tao et al., 2020; Willis et al., 2021). Leaders who build trust and focus on developing
the capabilities of their people may have to set more explicit objectives in the form of contingent
reward based on the individual’s ambition, work ethic, and degree of self-discipline. School
leaders can leverage contingent reward in creating a safe environment for students and faculty by
recognizing and celebrating when objectives have been met, increasing perceptions of personal
wellbeing and self-efficacy (Olayvar, 2020; Van der Vyver et al., 2020). An indicator of strong
safety culture is when people within the organization take personal responsibility for the safety
of each other (Glebova et al., 2020; Schulman, 2020). Within the context of secondary school,
both students and faculty will be more compelled to take personal responsibility for safetyrelated matters if they are recognized for meeting and exceeding safety objectives.
The individual sense of personal responsibility as a byproduct of contingent reward
behavior must be coupled with an identity of contributing to the overarching organizational
purpose. Bass and Riggio (2006) warned that an overreliance on contingent reward could result
in creating an environment of high stress, unhealthy internal competition, and discouragement of
creativity and initiative. Leaders can combat this temptation to tilt too far toward contingent
reward by intentionally operationalizing transformational leadership through idealized influence,
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inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation, individual consideration, setting high
expectations, and creating organizational culture, in addition to incorporating a supplemental, yet
tempered, contingent reward system (Thomas et al., 2020). Minai et al. (2020) posited that
contingent reward behaviors such as recognition and praise are more conceptually aligned to
transformational leadership behavior and can lead to improved psychological empowerment. If
applied in an educational setting, psychological empowerment is significant to safety culture as it
correlates to self-confidence and a bias for action that stimulates faculty and students to confront
safety threats before they erupt into intractable problems.
Cognitive control is an additional, positive derivative of the contingent reward leadership
component. Chiew (2021) defines cognitive control as the processes and affective influences that
guide goal-oriented thinking and behavior. The benefit to having adept levels of cognitive
control is that contingent reward serves as a forcing function for decision-making, keeping the
goal or reward at the forefront of cognitive processes. Cognitive control has also demonstrated a
positive influence on motivation, cognitive stability, narrowing the cognitive scope for focusing
on specific objectives, risk-taking, and goal maintenance, specifically with regards to adolescent
students (Brieant et al., 2020; Do et al., 2020; Gable & Dreisback, 2021). School leaders who are
mindful of cognitive control and its connection to contingent reward will be effective in fostering
safety culture by crafting plans, policies, and procedures that specify task goals resounding to the
organization to inculcate safety values and improve safety-related decision-making.
Transformational Leadership. Transformational school leaders promote high morale,
adaptability, and the achievement of a shared vision through sustained teaching, coaching, and
mentoring of faculty (Bass & Riggio, 2006; Novitasari, 2020; Thomas et al., 2020). Many
studies have determined that leaders who demonstrate the transformational leadership
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components of idealized influence, inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation, and
individualized consideration are highly effective in creating and sustaining organizational safety
culture (Agotnes et al., 2020; Hildenbrand et al., 2018; Marquardt et al., 2021; Ree & Wiig,
2020; Smith et al., 2020; Willis et al., 2021). The following sections elucidate the importance of
these transformational components within the school safety context.
Idealized Influence. Idealized influence is the component of transformational leadership
where the leader models ideal moral behavior and directs action towards the accomplishment of
the greater organizational purpose (Hildebrand et al., 2018). The influential power of
transformational leaders developing a safety culture has been proven to be highly effective.
Within a variety of contexts, Tao et al. (2020) discovered that one of the primary factors for
determining high-performing organizations operating in a safety culture was leadership influence
that modeled ethical behavior. Reinforcing this position, Shafique et al. (2020) stated that leaders
set the example through their ethical behavior that fuels worker motivation to mimic voluntary
behaviors that contribute to the greater organizational good, especially in positions related to
occupational safety. Therefore, when a leader demonstrates consistent ethical decision-making
and behavior, the organization will inculcate a safety culture.
Leon-Perez et al. (2021) found that leader behavior was determined to establish linkages
between worker cohesion and incidents of bullying, thus connecting leadership as having a direct
influence on behavior. If teachers and students do not perceive safety as a school priority, levels
of exhaustion, stress, and aggression will ensue (Olivier et al., 2021). Conversely, if school
leaders emphasize safety by allocating time and resources to protect faculty and students, then
the school will move toward developing or continuing to improve upon its safety culture (Fisher
& Crawford, 2020).
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Prioritization and resourcing safety initiatives in a safety culture-oriented organization is
an illustrative byproduct of idealized influence. Safety-specific transformational leaders reflect
the component of idealized influence when they exhibit their dedication to safety standards and
prioritize resources, such as psychological capital and work engagement to create a safety culture
(Cheung et al., 2021; Willis et al., 2021). In more dangerous contexts such as the military, law
enforcement, and firefighting, safety-specific transformational leaders have demonstrated a
priority of resources in the forms of upgrading personal protective equipment and modeling
consistency for enforcing policies that bolster both organizational and public safety (Smith et al.,
2020). Educational leaders can also prioritize resources that support student and faculty safety
within their respective institutions. Gustafson et al. (2021) discovered that parents of urban youth
viewed issues related to safety and violence as their primary concern within their community.
Given this significant feedback, school leaders can prioritize programs, policies, and resources to
meet the safety demands of parents, students, and faculty and increase their idealized influence
by cultivating trust through listening and taking the appropriate action to protect stakeholders.
Another visible way that transformational leaders can model expectations and priorities is
to incorporate them into the organizational vision or mission statement. Davidson and Hughes
(2020) recommended a collaborative approach where teachers and staff utilize their collective
knowledge to provide input to the principal for creating or refining a school mission statement. A
fundamental characteristic of transformational leaders is that they have a vision for where the
organization needs to go (Bass & Riggio, 2006; Flateau-Harrison et al., 2020), and capturing that
vision through a succinct and resonant mission statement is a hallmark of effective leadership.
Moreover, when school leaders receive buy-in and feedback from stakeholders on organizational
vision and mission, the climate and culture are positively influenced (Welsh et al., 2020). For
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school leaders who codify safety priorities within the organizational mission statement and core
principles, the academic organization will inherently foster a safety culture.
Inspirational Motivation. As transformational leaders develop their organization and
inculcate satisfaction, commitment, and loyalty, their influence directly contributes to the
professional development of subordinate leaders (Bass & Riggio, 2006). School leadership is
integral in creating school management teams (Benoliel, 2020), and if given autonomy, purpose,
and motivation, it indirectly contributes to reducing levels of school violence. Educators will
internalize and understand the deeper importance of their work when school leaders clearly and
enthusiastically communicate the organizational vision, intent, and objectives. Motivation begets
job commitment, and educators who are inspired to work, teach, and develop their students can
foster a culture of safety by creating conditions where open-mindedness, approachability, and
trust are the rule and not the exception (Baptiste, 2019).
A byproduct of having inspired workers in a safety culture is increased job satisfaction
and reduced organizational turnover. Workplace job satisfaction has been equated to increased
creative performance, reduced attrition, and improved employee engagement (Bastola, 2020;
Moin et al., 2020; Zaman & Abassi, 2020). In contrast to transformational leadership where
workplace job satisfaction is improved, safety-specific passive leadership has been determined to
decrease job performance and job satisfaction because the leader focuses only on correcting
safety mistakes while ignoring the important aspects of leadership, namely, setting the example,
inspiring others, creating an intellectually stimulating environment, and mentoring followers
(Arief et al., 2020).
Motivating others towards the attainment of a shared goal can be achieved through
psychological empowerment. As a motivational construct, psychological empowerment
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encompasses the four elements of self-determination, meaning, impact, and competence that
stimulates people to perform at a level beyond their expectations (Amor et al., 2019).
Psychological empowerment serves as a variable of internal motivation, where workers who are
provided adequate autonomy and empowerment increase their intrinsic motivation, selfdetermination, and confidence to excel (Minai et al., 2020; Stanescu et al., 2021; Thomas &
Rogers, 2020). Transformational leadership qualities, such as modeling, coaching, and inspiring
nurture psychological empowerment and contribute to job satisfaction, development, and
organizational commitment (Bharadwaja & Tripathi, 2021). When workers are satisfied with
their job and committed to achieving high levels of effectiveness, organic cohesion emerges
within an organization (Appelbaum et al., 2020; Cohen et al., 2021). This cohesion produces
individual behaviors such as flexibility, hope, and optimism that connect workers to both the
organizational mission and one another (Groselj et al., 2021). Moreover, cohesion produces a
state of shared understanding and mutual respect where individuals intuitively keep one another
safe in the workplace.
Organizational cohesion that stems from individuals becoming inspired towards
achieving a shared vision is a significant contributing factor to creating a culture of safety.
Appelbaum et al. (2020) discovered that teams with high levels of perceived cohesion also have
high levels of perceived psychological safety, task accomplishment, and effectiveness.
Supplementing this finding, Peretz et al. (2021) uncovered that many safety climate studies fail
to include the social sub-networks that exist within organizations, to include friendships and
cliques that can positively or negatively influence organizational safety culture. The leader’s role
in building organizational cohesion that positively influences safety culture is to inspire
followers to embrace holistic organizational cohesion, eschewing cliques and pockets of sub-
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social networks to ensure all stakeholders remain protected. One of the techniques that leaders
use to inspire cohesion is to generate novel interactive means for stimulating innovation,
creativity, and engagement that aligns perception and behavior with organizational vision and
strategic goals (Cohen et al., 2021; Van der Voet & Steijn, 2020). This motivation to learn,
create, and grow as a team is essential to safety culture and is encompassed in the intellectual
stimulation component of transformational leadership.
Intellectual Stimulation. School leaders who encourage novel, creative, and innovative
approaches to solving school safety problems can more effectively improve their safety culture.
For example, due to high-profile school shootings in the 1990s, SROs have become
commonplace in many secondary schools today as a deterrent to violence (Young et al., 2019);
however, their presence has been found to be of dubious effectiveness due to their tendency to
over-punish children and remain disconnected in the realm of student development (Curran et al.,
2021). In response to this finding, Zhang (2019) recommended a novel approach to re-defining
school-based law enforcement roles and responsibilities so that school leaders employ their
SROs as educators and liaisons to the community focused on developing positive relationships
with all stakeholders in the role of violence prevention. Transformational leaders have the unique
capabilities to integrate all forms of professional development resources and employ their
personnel in a manner that builds cohesive teams that stay engaged with stakeholders, thus
enabling conflict resolution before it becomes violent.
Another facet of intellectual stimulation is the effect that leaders have on learning
behavior. As leaders provide the safe space to encourage risk-taking, exploratory learning, and
enhancing creativity, individual and organizational learning improves to produce higher-level
performance and institutional effectiveness (Zaman & Abbasi, 2020). As individuals become
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intellectually stimulated to seek opportunities, take risks, and seize the initiative to personally
and professionally learn and develop, the organization will ultimately benefit. Moreover, high
levels of intellectual stimulation directly contribute to enhanced creativity and improved
problem-solving ability as workers are encouraged to find novel solutions (Sulistiawana et al.,
2020). Within the context of creating a safety culture under transformational leaders, learning
individuals have been shown to increase safety performance as they align closer to
organizational goals and initiatives (Tao et al., 2020; Shafique et al., 2020).
Leaders that provide latitude for employees to make mistakes, seek opportunities, and
take risks consequentially foster a healthy yet challenging work environment. A challenging
work environment creates conditions where employees can evaluate old problems from a
different vantage point and develop novel solutions to solve them (Hosna et al., 2021). Liu et al.
(2020) postulated that the challenging environment produced by divergent thinking leaders and
employees creates a climate of constructive controversy in which honesty, acknowledging
others’ ideas, and candidly critiquing ideas are celebrated instead of admonished. Working in a
challenging yet mutually respectful environment fosters the working behavior of personal
initiative amongst workers who embrace challenge and opportunity while working toward a
common purpose.
Personal initiative is a behavior of significant importance for organizational safety
culture. Workers who develop personal initiative and a proactive personality directly contribute
to positive work engagement that enhances overall organizational performance (Mubarak et al.,
2021; Tear et al., 2020; Yang et al., 2020). Organizations that instill a safety culture require
stakeholders to demonstrate proactive, initiative-based behavior and have a bias for action when
required to make tough and timely safety-related decisions. Paci-Green et al. (2020) suggested
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that school disaster management programs are more effective when teachers and faculty
collaborate on the development of scenario-based training and immediate action drills in
response to managing crises. The direct buy-in that educators can have on the improvement of
safety training as a result of proactive, initiative-based behavior also fosters collective implicit
communication within the organization amongst leadership and faculty that can create
efficiencies in resolving safety-related issues.
Implicit communication is a form of communication via nonverbal elements, such as
body language, silence, tone of voice, or word choice that conveys a message to others without
being overtly expressed (Iwasaki, 2020). Within the military context, leaders develop implicit
communication with subordinates by conveying their intent through intellectually stimulating
means during training rehearsals, counseling, and decision briefings. Through this purposeful
and sustained contact, leaders and subordinates learn to interact through efficiency and brevity
and take a proactive approach to intuitively grasp what the leader would do in a given context to
guide their decisions and actions. Implicit communication is cognitively faster to process than
explicit communication and is an optimal form of communication in organizations that value
shared decision-making and building collective confidence amongst stakeholders (Knoll et al.,
2021; Pezzulo et al., 2021). Building a safety culture in a secondary school requires leaders to
cultivate implicit communication with faculty through persistent relationship-building and
consideration for others’ abilities that can lead to increased performance and a safer environment
(Acton, 2021; Cheung et al., 2021).
Individualized Consideration. Educators’ self-efficacy and self-concept improve when
school leaders prioritize mentoring and professional development (Bass & Riggio, 2006; Luo et
al., 2020). An intuitive sense of mutual trust develops when leaders focus on relationship
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building with their stakeholders. One of the most significant limiting factors to innovation is
employee incivility, and the leaders who exercise and promote empathy and compassion have
been proven to reduce employee incivility (Ko et al., 2021). The characteristics of improved selfefficacy, self-concept, mutual trust, empathy, and compassion contribute to higher-level educator
performance, innovation, and organizational commitment (Acton, 2021). Classroom teachers are
the school faculty members who are the most impactful on student social and academic growth,
and therefore are the most relevant in building and sustaining healthy student-teacher
relationships (Abernathy, 2019). When educators are performing at a high level with increased
awareness and confidence, they will be able to identify and mitigate lower-order safety issues,
such as bullying and behavioral victimization, before these issues become more acute violent
problems (Moore et al., 2020).
Psychological safety is a critical requirement of individual consideration in safety culture.
Arasli et al. (2020) suggested that constructive leaders who placed a primacy on the
psychological safety of their employees created working conditions that improved employee
attitudes, learning, and engagement. Within the medical context, transformational leaders are
highly effective in cultivating a safety culture for patients and staff because of their ability to
positively affect the psychosocial workspace, connecting individuals to support resources based
on their needs (Seljemo et al., 2020). Leaders who are concerned specifically with safety climate
should also remain cognizant of how individual differences influence individual behaviors in
contexts that are safety-critical, even when safety values have been firmly established (FlatauHarrison et al., 2020). These safety values that underpin organizational safety culture guide
leaders to stay engaged with employees while supervising compliance with safety rules and
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remaining flexible enough to affect positive change and apply novel solutions to safety
management issues that may emerge (Willis et al., 2021).
In contrast to school leaders who prioritize relationships, mentoring, and sustained
engagement, those leaders who remain disengaged from their faculty may risk future cases of
teacher exhaustion and burnout. Itzkovich et al. (2020) recommended that leaders remain
cognizant of manager-employee maltreatment and adopt policies that encourage reporting of acts
of abuse. Within a secondary school context, there may be organizational structures, such as
teachers reporting to assistant principals, where the school principal is unaware of maltreatment
towards a teacher or student until it is reported. This feedback gap can be mitigated by school
leaders remaining accessible to faculty while staying alert to changes in school climate. Leaders
who demonstrate an adaptive style, remain cognizant of behavioral patterns and focus on the
interdependencies amongst the relationships of their people tend to be more effective than
leaders who apply a traditional, hierarchal style (Irshad et al., 2021; Negis Isik, 2020; Ojuola et
al., 2020).
The Avolio and Bass’ (1991) full range of leadership model is an applicable lens to view
school leadership influence on safety culture. Laissez-faire leadership is ineffective and corrosive
to organizations. Contingent reward and active management-by-exception are not ideal
leadership components, but there are ways that leaders can employ these transactional
components to create and sustain a safety culture in certain contexts. In the end, the true test of
leadership influence on safety culture is how these components are nested sparingly with
transformational leadership components and operationalized to achieve desired effects for
protecting students, faculty, and the community.
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Summary
Leadership is the critical requirement for achieving systemic change within an
organization. As school violence continues to be a global problem in secondary schools, it
becomes paramount that school districts invest in leaders who will foster school atmospheres that
enable cooperation, collaboration, and the establishment of relationships amongst all
stakeholders: teachers, students, parents, and community. In alignment with the problem,
transformational leaders are highly effective in professionally developing their organization to
cultivate a climate of learning, cohesion, and vigilance. As stakeholder teams become mutually
supporting and develop a shared understanding of the school environment, they can identify
indicators of impending school threats and are mentally equipped to intervene and diffuse
situations before violence ensues.
A considerable amount of literature has been written regarding school safety,
organizational safety culture, and transformational leadership as separate phenomena. A gap
exists in the literature that connects school leadership to its influence in developing a safety
culture in secondary schools. This study targets how leaders can adapt and guide their
organization to confront school violence and reduce its frequency and its effects on all
stakeholders while creating a holistic school safety culture. Bridging the current gap in the
literature contributes to the educational community by providing a pragmatic approach to
professionally developing current and future school leaders who are capable of organizational
reform that ultimately keeps all stakeholders committed, engaged, and protected.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODS
Overview
The purpose of this embedded single case study was to describe how school leaders foster
a culture of safety in a secondary school in central Atlantic State. The subsections in this chapter
describe the selected research design, the research questions guiding the study, the setting, and
the participants. The procedures for this study are outlined, as well as the description of how data
is collected and analyzed. This chapter concludes with trustworthiness and ethical considerations
that are required to be addressed to provide essential transparency concerning the conduct of this
research.
Research Design
I selected a qualitative research method for this study because it was the most appropriate
method for answering my research questions, allowing for a deep, thick, and rich description of
the case I had selected to study. According to Check and Schutt (2012), the qualitative method is
created to capture reality as it is experienced by participants through observing, listening,
conversing, and participating. Qualitative research is reflexive, which allowed me the ability to
adapt to enlightening discoveries as the research progressed, not having to be tethered to purely
objective hypotheses, constant variables, or rigid parameters as with quantitative research (Check
& Schutt, 2012; Creswell & Creswell, 2018).
A case study was appropriate because the purpose of my study was to describe how
school leaders foster a culture of safety in a secondary school in central Atlantic State. Case
study research is used extensively in the academic fields and practicing professions, such as
education, to explore, explain, or describe a phenomenon within the real-world context of a
bounded system (Hancock & Algozzine, 2017; Yin, 2018). The bounded system provides the
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framework that enables researchers to consider the totality of factors related to a particular case,
facilitating a deeper and more substantive description of the phenomenon. Case studies are
divided into two primary categories: single and multiple case studies.
Yin (2018) stated that one of the justifiable conditions for selecting a single-case study
design over a multiple case study design is when the case represents an extreme or unusual
phenomenon. Since my central research question was targeted towards answering how school
leaders influence a safety culture within a bounded system (the secondary school), an embedded
single case study was the most appropriate design (Yin, 2018). I chose an embedded single case
study design over a multiple case study because it provided me with the flexibility to describe an
exemplar case from multiple different vantage points, particularly pertaining to the types of data
collection techniques available (Yin, 2018). For my particular study, the secondary school
selected was the case, while embedded units of analysis included school leadership, teacher
leadership, and the student safety council.
Research Questions
The purpose of this embedded single case study was to describe how school leaders foster
a culture of safety in a secondary school in central Atlantic State. The following research
questions were answered in this study:
Central Research Question
How do school leaders foster a safety culture in secondary school?
Sub-Question One
How do school leaders foster a safety culture in secondary school through idealized
influence?

60
Sub-Question Two
How do school leaders foster a safety culture in secondary school through inspirational
motivation?
Sub-Question Three
How do school leaders foster a safety culture in secondary school through intellectual
stimulation?
Sub-Question Four
How do school leaders foster a safety culture in secondary school through individualized
consideration?
Setting and Participants
This embedded single case study was conducted at a high school in suburban central
Atlantic State. I utilized pseudonyms for the names of the state, school district, the high school,
and the participants. Chatantown is the pseudonym used for the district and the school setting in
this study. The Chatantown school district (CSD) is located halfway between two of Atlantic
State’s high-density population centers, and the county serves as home to many commuters who
work in the aforementioned cities. The community is unique and demographically eclectic due to
the proximity of the county, and the popularity of the location due to many people moving from
other neighboring northern states in pursuit of more desirable social, economic, and educational
opportunities. CSD is rated as one of the best school districts in Atlantic State and is generally
considered one of the safest school districts in the surrounding area.
Site
Chatantown High School (CHS) is responsible for the education and safety of 1980
students, grades 9 through 12. The administration team is led by a principal who has served at
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the school for 13 years, and the rest of the team is comprised of four assistant principals, an
instructional coordinator, a counseling director, and an athletic director. CHS’s faculty consists
of over 100 teachers. The student population is diverse, with a predominantly White, Black, and
Hispanic racial makeup, and nearly a quarter of the student population qualifies for a free or
discounted school lunch (VDOE, 2020). Student achievement statistics exceed well above the
division and state averages in every subject of performance assessment, and the school excels in
preparing their students for college and career readiness, as demonstrated by only a 1% dropout
rate in 2019 (VDOE, 2020). During the 2018-2019 academic year, CHS had only 68
disorderly/disruptive offenses and only 14 student-on-student offenses (VDOE, 2020). These
statistics are just a few indicators that reflect a school safety culture that promotes a healthy
learning environment for students to thrive, making it an ideal setting for the focus of this study.
Participants
The participants in this study were secondary school educators and students. There was a
total of 18 participants in this study with the sample pool divided into three categories:
administrators, teacher leaders, and students. This sample size was adequate to answer my
central research question and gain an enhanced understanding of the problem (Creswell & Poth,
2018). Pseudonyms were used for all participants during the conduct of the study for the sake of
security and confidentiality. Demographics of participants were included upon the completion of
the research.
Researcher Positionality
This qualitative case study was motivated by my experiences as a career Marine officer
and my desire to serve as a secondary school educational leader. I developed a passion for
education over the past 22 years of military service and have sought every opportunity to teach,
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instruct, and coach. Reflecting on my experience as a leader while interacting with leaders at
many different levels led me to conclude that authentic transformational leadership is a highly
effective and influential leadership style. As a leader, protector, and educator, the direction of
this study allowed me to fill a gap in the literature that focused on how leaders influence a
culture of safety in secondary schools, whether it be directly or indirectly.
Interpretive Framework
The paradigm adopted in this study was constructivist to engage, observe, and interpret
meaning germane to the phenomenon being experienced by others (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).
Recognizing that participants experience a phenomenon differently, I interpreted the meaning of
those experiences in an inductive way (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Creswell & Poth, 2018).
Being able to receive and interpret information in an inductive, constructivist manner requires
adept listening skills (Yin, 2018), which I have been able to develop over time and experience.
Philosophical Assumptions
When scholars decide on a topic to research, they begin with a certain set of baseline
beliefs and values that shape the study. Creswell and Poth (2018) posited that philosophical
assumptions are important for developing research objectives, adding research knowledge, and
crafting criteria for research-related decisions. The three fundamental philosophical assumptions
addressed in this case study were ontological, epistemological, and axiological.
Ontological Assumption
The ontological philosophical assumption undergirds the constructivist paradigm, where
the participants in the study provided their different experiences and contributed to the
development of themes and patterns (Creswell & Poth, 2018). I believe that people have different
experiences under one singular reality as God’s truth, not experiencing multiple realities. In case
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study research, the ontological philosophical assumption is of particular importance because data
analysis calls for the researcher to manipulate, sequence, or juxtapose data in ways that facilitate
the emergence of themes and patterns (Yin, 2018). These themes and patterns were crucial to
answering my central research question and developing my findings.
Epistemological Assumption
The epistemological assumption is focused on what is considered to be knowledge and
how that knowledge is known through the subjective experiences of individuals (Creswell &
Poth, 2018). I attempted to align myself in proximity to the participants of the study to better
capture participants’ experiences in accordance with the epistemological philosophical
assumption (Creswell & Poth, 2018). This assumption is especially relevant for case studies
where a comprehensive understanding of a phenomenon within a real-world context is required
(Yin, 2018). A critical element for gaining close access to participants’ views is to develop
rapport (Creswell & Poth, 2018) and demonstrate mutual respect for people’s values, opinions,
and experiences.
Axiological Assumption
The mutual respect for others’ values in this case study required me to be cognizant of
my own values and biases in accordance with the axiological assumption that typifies qualitative
research (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Being a leader and educator, I have developed a repository of
understanding pertaining to the characteristics that effective and ineffective leaders possess and
recognize that I was shaped by my own experiences and background through the process of
interpretive research (Creswell & Poth, 2018). However, recognition of these biases allowed me
to address them appropriately throughout this study by being transparent and precise (Yin, 2018).
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Researcher’s Role
Yin (2018) recommended that researchers should stay adaptive, ask good questions, and
be good listeners during the conduct of case study research. As a military service member,
husband, father, and educator, I felt that I have a solid foundation on these three requisite
qualities, but I still have plenty of room to develop. During the conduct of this study, I was
serving in a training and education position in the United States Marine Corps and had
experienced the phenomenon of leadership influence, yet I remained professionally disconnected
from the setting and participants of this study. Although I was professionally disconnected from
the setting and participants, I was personally connected as a parent of a student who attended
CHS. I do not believe this to be of any consequential ethical conflict due to having limited
professional or personal correspondence with faculty or leadership at this school outside the
scope of this study.
I have experienced, and have attempted to replicate, transformational leadership in my
profession as a Marine officer. Additionally, I have taught two undergraduate-level college
courses on transformational leadership as a guest speaker at a university in North Carolina. I
intuitively recognize the phenomenon that was researched but overcame potential bias by being
explicit and transparent throughout the conduct of the research (Yin, 2018), while remaining
alert for potential laissez-faire or transactional leadership characteristics that could have emerged
as additional effective school leader characteristics.
Procedures
This embedded single case study was conducted in seven steps. First, I acquired
conditional approval from the institutional review board (IRB) at Liberty University to conduct
the study (see Appendix A). Second, I acquired written approval from the CSD IRB and verbal
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approval from CHS leadership (see Appendix B) to conduct the study within the requested
school district and school site. Third, I began data collection upon receiving full IRB approval.
The fourth step of the research was to inform prospective faculty participants via email
(see Appendix C) and provide an information and consent form (see Appendix E) that outlined
the purpose of the study and an understanding of their role as a participant in the research
(Creswell & Poth, 2018). The fifth step was to conduct the semi-structured, face-to-face inperson or virtual interviews with faculty participants while utilizing two audio recording devices.
Virtual video interviews were recorded while utilizing a backup audio recording device for
redundancy. The interviews were transcribed by myself and a transcribing service.
The sixth step was to conduct two focus group sessions with groups of three to eight
participants to glean potentially unintended findings from within the group dynamic (Check &
Schutt, 2012; Patton, 2015; Yin, 2018). The first focus group was comprised of the school safety
team, and the second focus group was comprised of 12th students who were randomly selected
by a school administrator to participate in the study. The student participants were given the
student recruitment letter (see Appendix D) and required to complete the student consent form
(see Appendix F) before participating in the focus group. Similar to the individual interviews,
two audio recording devices were used, and the recordings were transcribed and prepared for
analysis (see Appendix G). The seventh and final step of data collection was to conduct formal
and informal direct observations on key events that provided greater contextual awareness of
how school leaders foster a school safety culture within the selected setting (Yin, 2018).
Examples of direct observation opportunities included staff meetings, school safety councils, and
emergency safety drills, and were guided by an observation protocol (see Appendix H) to record
observations in a standardized format. When data collection was completed, the data were
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analyzed and coded for identification of patterns, themes, and insights discovered during the
collection process (Yin, 2018) that ultimately contributed to the findings of the study.
Permissions
Prior to collecting data, permissions from Liberty IRB, school district IRB, and the site
principal were required. Informal conversations were conducted to determine the initial
feasibility for conducting the study at the selected site. Liberty IRB conditional approval was
acceptable for submission to school district IRB for decision before confirmation of official
approval (Appendix A). Once the school district IRB approval was granted, and the site school
principal approved (see Appendix B), recruitment for participants in this study commenced.
Recruitment Plan
Upon receipt of approval to conduct this study, a recruitment letter was disseminated via
email to prospective faculty participants at CHS (see Appendix C). Lincoln and Guba (1985)
stated that purposeful sampling requires interaction with future participants for determining their
suitability for data collection. The sample pool was comprised of 11 secondary school
administrators and teacher leaders, and seven students to describe how leaders foster school
safety culture. Sample saturation was achieved with a total of 18 total participants (Patton, 2015).
Once faculty participants volunteered to partake in the study, they were required to complete a
consent form (see Appendix E) that outlined their requirements, risks, and rights as a participant
in the research. Additionally, students over the age of 18 were randomly selected by a school
administrator to participate in a focus group and were required to complete a student consent
form (see Appendix F).
The faculty participants in this study were selected on a purposeful sampling basis.
Purposeful sampling requires the researcher to select the most information-rich cases to study to
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collect the most relevant data pertaining to the phenomenon (Patton, 2015). Creswell and Poth
(2018) recommended establishing rapport with the selected participants of the study to garner
deep and rich responses during data collection. The sampling procedure used in this study was
the sampling an exemplar of a phenomenon of interest. According to Patton (2015), exemplar
sampling is a recommended sampling procedure for selecting participants in a single case study
because the chosen participants can offer specific insights that are considered important in
describing the phenomenon. The intended purposeful sample size was 10 to 15 faculty
participants in anticipation of reaching the point of saturation within this sample range. Sampling
saturation, or redundancy, is when no new information will be forthcoming from subsequent
interviews or other methods of data collection (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Patton, 2015). The 11
faculty participants and seven student participants provided enough thick and rich data to
sufficiently answer my central research question.
Data Collection Plan
Yin (2018) provided six data collection types appropriate for case study research:
documentation, archival records, interviews, direct observations, participant observation, and
physical artifacts. For the purpose of my study, I selected interviews, focus groups, and direct
observations as the three data collection types anchored on my purpose statement and central
research question to achieve triangulation. Interviews are the primary and most important data
collection type in case study research and are typically structured more towards an open-ended
conversation (Yin, 2018) instead of a rigid question-and-answer session. As a corollary of
personal interviews, the focus group interview is a data collection type that incorporates the
feedback of individuals within a group setting to understand better behavior, policies, or ideas
(Krueger & Casey, 2015; Yin, 2018). Direct observations are the third data collection type that I
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utilized to achieve triangulation and gain an enhanced understanding of the phenomenon. The
objectives for this observation period include faculty meetings, safety council initiatives,
emergency response rehearsals that complemented data collected from individual and focus
group interviews (Yin, 2018).
Individual Interviews
The first form of data collection that I utilized in this study was the semi-structured
interview, conducted either face-to-face or virtually dependent upon the preference of the
participant. If a face-to-face interview was selected by the participant, he or she chose the venue
as long as it was suitable for audio recording and free of distractions (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
Yin (2018) stated that case study interview questions should remain unbiased, and the conduct of
the interview should be akin to a guided conversation. Therefore, my first objective was to gain
rapport and solicit voluntary participation from leadership responsible for granting access to the
setting and purposeful sample of participation (Creswell & Poth, 2018). The interview questions
required prior approval from the dissertation committee, the IRB at Liberty University, and CSD
leadership. During the conduct of the interview, two recording devices were used to provide
technological redundancy. The following questions were asked during the conduct of the
interview as one of three forms of my data collection plan:
Individual Interview Questions
1. How did your career journey bring you to your current position? CRQ
2. Please describe your school leader(s) and their respective leadership style. SQ1
3. Please describe your experiences regarding the safety of students and faculty within your
school? CRQ
4. What changes in safety policy or school climate have you experienced? SQ1
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5. How would you describe your school leader(s)’ relationship with students, faculty,
parents, and members of the community regarding safety? SQ1
6. Please describe an experience when a school leader(s) contributed to conditions that
affected school safety. SQ1
7. Please describe an experience when a school leader(s) inspired students or faculty to
improve safety conditions in your school. SQ2
8. Please describe an experience when a school leader(s) implemented a novel approach to
improve school safety. SQ3
9. Please describe an experience when a school leader(s)’ accepted feedback and ideas
related to improving school safety. SQ4
10. How receptive are teachers to school leaders’ decisions and actions affecting safety? SQ4
11. What characteristics does your school leader(s) possess that are most respected? SQ1
12. What characteristics does your school leader(s) possess that are least respected? SQ1
13. How would you describe your school leader(s) role in promoting a culture of school
safety? SQ2
14. Please describe an event when your school’s safety culture was tested.? CRQ
15. What school policies, procedures, or events are effective in promoting a culture of safety?
CRQ
16. What school policies, procedures, or events can be improved for promoting a safety
culture? CRQ
17. We’ve been talking about cultivating a safety culture in your school. Is there anything
else you would like to add regarding this topic? CRQ
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Questions one through three focused primarily on rapport building and understanding the
school environment as it related to physical and emotional safety. From the outset, establishing
rapport with participants is important because it provides a gateway to understanding the
environment and promotes openness and non-judgment (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Patton, 2015).
These questions aimed to stimulate the recall of experiences pertaining to the significance of
safety as a fundamental human need within an educational context (Crandall et al., 2020;
Maslow, 1943). Questions specific to safety culture were asked throughout the interview to close
the loop between safety needs and leadership as it relates to influencing a safety culture in
secondary school.
Questions four and five were meant to canvas participants on their experiences of
engagement with stakeholders and school leaders. Discovering the level of parental and
community involvement as a link between faculty and student is a good indicator of climate and
culture (Caridade et al., 2020). The answer to that question provided a preview of school
leader(s)’ leadership style, setting the scene for more in-depth questions related to the four
essential components of transformational leadership (Bass & Riggio, 2006).
Questions six through nine were intended to stimulate the recall of experiences working
with school leader(s) that demonstrated the following characteristics: idealized influence,
inspirational motivation, individualized consideration, and intellectual stimulation. The four
components of transformational leadership, as indicated in the frequency and effectiveness
metrics in the Avolio and Bass (1991) full range of leadership model, are essential to explaining
the phenomenon of how leadership affects a certain type of positive culture. These four questions
were intended to record a deep and rich description of one particular example within the
framework of the transformational leadership components.
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Achieving desired effects and raising levels of organizational performance is the crux of
leadership and the goal of questions 10 and 11 (Bass & Riggio, 2006). Question 12 was meant to
serve as the equalizer, asking for examples of leadership characteristics that require
improvement. By eliciting the recall of situations where leadership was found wanting, the
interview remained grounded in exploring multiple realities and insights on the participants’
perspectives (Stake, 1995; Yin, 2018). This question was also important in the crafting of themes
pertaining to the case (Creswell & Poth, 2018), as well as contributed to the analysis of rival
explanations related to the phenomenon (Yin, 2018).
Questions 13 through 16 were intended to steer the interview towards the participants’
experiences as they related to a culture of safety within the school. The answers to these
questions described the participants’ experiences relating to the values, beliefs, and perceptions
of school safety culture (Tear et al., 2020). Additionally, the answers to these questions provided
supplemental data material for enhancing my understanding of the site-specific safety policy.
Question 17 was asked to determine the existence of other safety-related contributing factors that
were not anchored to leadership. This question was intended to conclude the interview still
tethered to the central research question, deliberately targeting other related factors of the
phenomenon that supported the discovery of a rival explanation (Yin, 2018).
Individual Interview Data Analysis Plan
Pattern matching is an analysis technique that identifies patterns discovered during data
collection (Yin, 2018). For this study, I incorporated pattern matching to capture the
consistencies of organizational patterns and outcomes (Yin, 2018) related to leadership influence
affecting school safety culture. Yin (2018) posited that pattern matching was effective for
discovering the how’s and why’s of a single case study, and therefore a logical technique for
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providing a detailed description of the case. Within the pattern matching perspective, I
transcribed the individual interviews, then coded the data as patterns and themes transpired for
thematic analysis (Yin, 2018). The coding methodology I used was the Saldaña (2021) method of
first and second-cycle coding that allowed me to describe and interpret the data while
discovering emerging patterns that contributed to inductive meaning.
After the individual interviews were transcribed, I conducted raw data management by
cleaning the data and divesting superfluous filler words and expressions. Next, I conducted first
cycle coding of each line of the data utilizing the structural coding technique, which served as an
indexing method most suitable for transcribed interview data (Saldaña, 2021). Structural coding
was conducted by identifying segments of transcribed text and applying a code word as an initial
categorization technique (Miles et al., 2020; Saldaña, 2021). Finally, I conducted second cycle
coding of the data by clustering the initial structure codes into summative categorical labels
utilizing pattern coding (Saldaña, 2021). Often referred to as “meta coding,” pattern coding
groups seemingly disparate initial codes into more compact, meaningful, and harmonious units
of data (Saldaña, 2021). According to Stake (1995), these patterns form the template for
qualitative data analysis and can be anticipated through research questions or discovered
unpredictably through the conduct of the analysis. These resulting pattern codes that emerged
upon completion of second cycle coding formed the basis of thematic development during data
synthesis.
Focus Groups
Focus groups were my second data collection method conducted during this study. Focus
groups are assembled by the researcher for the purpose of conducting a discussion with multiple
participants to glean insight into the participants’ shared experiences (Check & Schutt, 2012;
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Yin, 2018). Check and Schutt (2012) recommended conducting multiple focus groups to reach
data saturation. Additionally, Krueger and Casey (2001) recommended a range of 4 to 12
participants in focus group studies. For this study, I conducted two focus groups. The first focus
group occurred with the four-member faculty safety team comprised of an assistant principal,
two school safety officers, and the SRO. The second focus group included seven randomly
selected 18-year-old students. Both focus groups occurred in person and occurred after I
reviewed the data from the individual interviews to finalize the questions for the focus groups
and ensured alignment with the central research question and sub-questions (Patton, 2015).
Focus Group Questions
1. What is the biggest challenge with maintaining a safe learning environment? CRQ
2. How is school safety prioritized at your school? CRQ
3. What leadership characteristics have you experienced that best contribute to a culture
of safety at CHS? SQ1
4. How does the school safety culture affect the school’s mission? SQ2
5. How does the school safety culture affect student achievement? SQ4
6. How do parents engage in the school’s safety culture? CRQ
7. What are some school safety culture challenges? SQ3
8. We’ve been talking about cultivating a safety culture in your school. What else you
would like to add regarding this topic? CRQ
The first question was designed as an ice-breaker to stimulate focused discussion on
relevant school safety challenges. Questions two and three were aimed towards seeking insight
on how physical and emotional needs were met at CHS through leadership prioritization and
influence. One of the important aspects of transformational leadership is how stakeholders
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perceive the priorities of the organization as being aligned with the leader’s vision (Bass &
Riggio, 2006). In a group setting, a variety of shared experiences were expressed as participants
were able to relate to, or reinforce, the experiences shared by others that supported the central
research question.
Questions four and five built off the first two questions to solicit feedback on culture in
relation to mission. Since the goal of every academic institution is to improve learning and
student achievement, schools that provide for the emotional and physical safety support needs of
their students have been proven more effective at achieving those ends (Fisher & Crawford,
2020). The answers to these two questions provided specific experiential examples of mission
accomplishment within the context of student and teacher safety needs being met.
Questions six and seven attempted to validate individual interview question answers
regarding community engagement and challenges associated with sustaining a culture of safety at
CHS. Since student development hinges upon parental and community involvement in their
education, these questions were meant to provide examples of how CHS is succeeding or failing
in this endeavor (Wilson, 2019). Answers to question eight identified ways for improving the
sustainment of a safety culture in CHS, as well as illuminated recommendations for future
research.
Focus Group Data Analysis Plan
The analysis plan for collected focus group data mimicked the data analysis plan
conducted for individual interviews. Keeping with the Yin (2018) analytic strategy of working
the data from the ground up, and using the pattern matching analytic technique, the desired goal
for effective data analysis is to discover the patterns that emerge from the data to synthesize the
patterns into themes that contribute to understanding and describing the overall case (Stake,
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1995). To achieve this goal, I first cleaned the data and eliminated unnecessary and irrelevant
words and sounds while transcribing the focus group interviews. Second, I conducted first order
coding by indexing the data with an initial structural code to easily identify the data according to
content, concept, relationship, commonality, or difference (Saldaña, 2021). Third, I conducted
second-order pattern coding by clustering the structurally coded data into categories that
represented emergent patterns (Saldaña, 2021). These revealed patterns were used as the inputs
for synthesizing into themes that later described the case.
Observations
The third data collection method I used was direct observation in the real-world setting of
the case. Yin (2018) proposed that direct observations serve as a complementary form of data
collection that facilitates the discovery of additional information pertaining to the studied case.
Direct observations can be formal or informal (Yin, 2018), and can lead to a greater
understanding of the case by capturing an incontestable description of key events that occur in
the field (Stake, 1995).
As the non-participant observer, I conducted formal observations of key events related to
my embedded units of analysis of school leadership, teacher leadership, and the student safety
council, and informal observations related to interactions of students and faculty in the
classroom, hallways, or other campus spaces. Direct observations were cataloged using the
observation protocol (see Appendix H) recommended by Creswell and Poth (2018) intended to
standardize the format of the collected data for more effective analysis. The goal of my direct
observations was to capture the contextual conditions and interactions between educators,
students, and parents that contributed to understanding the phenomenon of how school leaders
foster safety culture in secondary school.
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Observations Data Analysis Plan
Data analysis for my direct observations followed the Saldaña (2021) first and secondorder coding procedures following the Yin (2018) pattern matching analytic technique. First, I
analyzed my direct observation notes by conducting first-order descriptive coding of the data
(Saldaña, 2021). Descriptive coding is ideal for direct observations because it allows the
researcher to classify the captured observed data by corresponding topic (Saldaña, 2021). After
descriptive coding occurred, I conducted second-order pattern coding to identify specific trends
in the direct observations that corresponded to future synthesized themes (Saldaña, 2021).
Data Synthesis
The end goal for successful case study data analysis requires the researcher to attend to
all the evidence, evaluate all rival interpretations, address the most important aspect of the case,
and demonstrate proficiency in the prevalent thinking of the case being studied (Yin, 2018). To
achieve this goal, I grouped, evaluated, concentrated, and synthesized the pattern codes
discovered during data analysis from individual interviews, focus group interviews, and direct
observation into three overarching themes (Miles et al., 2020). Themes are interpretive
explanations created by the researcher to describe essential patterns that were gleaned from data
analysis (Saldaña, 2021). From this thematic analysis, I constructed a detailed description of the
case (Stake, 1995; Yin, 2018) that described how school leaders foster a culture of safety in a
secondary school through the lens of the Avolio and Bass (1991) full range of leadership model.
Trustworthiness
Lincoln and Guba (1985) developed the criteria for trustworthiness in terms of techniques
for establishing credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability for qualitative
studies. Creswell and Poth (2018) stated that qualitative studies have historically been challenged
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for not being as valid or reliable as comparable quantitative studies. My study applied the
Lincoln and Guba (1985) essential elements of trustworthiness to justify its relevance and
transferability to a variety of contexts.
Credibility
Confidence in the study requires researchers to apply operationalized techniques that
validate truthful findings and interpretations (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The three techniques
applied to achieve credibility were triangulation, direct observation, and member checking
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Triangulation of data was achieved by incorporating three types of data
collection to establish credibility to the study (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
The object of triangulation is to corroborate the data from multiple sources for describing the
phenomenon with as much richness as possible (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
In parallel with triangulation, I spent time on location at the site to conduct direct observations
contributing to the credibility of this study. This observation time allowed me to develop a
palpable understanding of relationships and culture within the embedded single case (Lincoln &
Guba, 1985; Yin, 2018).
Member checking was the third credibility technique I used as the process for allowing a
participant to review the data they provided to validate correctness, intentionality, and adequacy
prior to the researcher publishing the findings (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Member checks were
used to have participants validate significant statements, themes, and the composite description
during a follow-on interview session. This process increased the credibility of the study because
it facilitated feedback on the study’s findings and served as a check against potential
misinterpretation (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
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Transferability
The thick, rich descriptions of the setting, participants, themes, and the embedded units of
the single case contributed to the transferability of this study (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
Transferability suggests that the findings of this study can apply to a future study within a
different context and setting (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). My task as a researcher was to provide the
database in the form of a thick description of the case for the potential conduct of future studies
in different contexts (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). However, the responsibility for assuring
transferability belongs to the judgment of the prospective researcher.
Dependability
Lincoln and Guba (1985) described dependability as the essential element in qualitative
research that reflects the consistency and quality of the research process and subsequent findings.
Dependability was made clear by justifying how this study can be replicated at another
secondary school with similar demographics reaching similar conclusions. The method for this
study was purposely selected to support the research question that needed to be answered in the
educational context and secondary school setting. Sufficient procedural detail pertaining to how
to collect, analyze, and synthesize the data was provided to enable this study to be replicated.
The inquiry auditor's duties of reviewing the process and product of this study (Lincoln & Guba,
1985) was performed by my committee to ensure dependability criteria were met before
approval.
Confirmability
Confirmability was achieved through triangulation by different data collection methods,
conducting an audit trail, and keeping a reflexivity journal (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Procedures
and findings were verified by a third-party researcher during the conduct of an inquiry audit (see
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Appendix I). The purpose of this inquiry audit trail was to ensure that the appropriate recordkeeping and document accuracy were reflected in the reporting of the findings of the study
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Additionally, I kept a reflexivity journal for honest reflection on my
own biases and assumptions. Within the reflexivity journal, I applied the Lincoln and Guba
(1985) technique for categorizing the journal into three main parts: daily schedule/logistics,
personal diary of reflection, and a methodological log that recorded the decisions and actions
taken during the conduct of this study. This process ensured that the interpretation of the study’s
findings was predicated on participants’ responses and not my own bias (Creswell & Poth, 2018;
Yin, 2018).
Ethical Considerations
Factors concerning ethical challenges during the conduct of this study were paid special
attention to. Case study researchers are obligated to abstain from falsifying information,
deception, and plagiarism (Yin, 2018). Successfully working with human participants requires
mutual trust and respect, being cognizant of power-imbalance or sensitive populations (Creswell
& Poth, 2018). One potential issue was that I am a resident of the county where the school
sample was located, and I will be looking to serve as an educational leader within the same
district when I transition from military service. I mitigated any conflict of interest or power
imbalance by not seeking employment within the school district as an educator until the
conclusion of this study.
I ensured IRB, district-level, and school-level approval were obtained prior to beginning
data collection. For transparency of the study, I distributed recruitment letters and consent forms
to all participants, ensuring a full understanding of the purpose of this study and the participants’
requested role in the research (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Moreover, all data was password
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protected and stored in a secure location to guard against potential spillage of personally
identifiable information outside the confines of this study.
Summary
The purpose of this embedded single case study was to describe how school leaders foster
a culture of safety in a secondary school in central Atlantic State. In Chapter Three, I elaborated
on the procedures, research design, and analysis that will be used during this study. Data
collection and analysis in this study were primarily aligned with Yin’s (2018) case study research
design and methodology. This chapter concluded with trustworthiness and ethical considerations
were addressed to make this study credible, dependable, confirmable, and transferable. Chapter
Four will describe the findings of this study, specifically the results of the data analysis.
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS
Overview
The purpose of this embedded single case study was to describe how school leaders foster
a culture of safety in a secondary school in central Atlantic State. The problem is that safety
culture, as a component of school climate, is absent in many secondary schools (Abernathy,
2019; Calik et al., 2018; Cobbina et al., 2020; Jagodzinski, 2019; Konishi et al., 2021; Madfis et
al., 2021). This chapter describes the findings of this study, including participant descriptions,
narrative themes and subthemes extrapolated from the data, the discovered outlier data, and the
respective research question responses. A summary is provided at the conclusion of this chapter.
Participants
The identities of participants were protected in this study through the use of pseudonyms
as substitutes for real names and the site setting to ensure confidentiality. IRB approved the
recruitment of participants as described in Chapter Three. Purposeful, exemplar sampling for 11
school faculty members was used to seek participants who could suitably describe the studied
phenomenon (Patton, 2015). Seven students were randomly selected by school leadership to
participate in a focus group to gain an understanding of how school leaders foster a culture of
safety in a secondary school. Demographics for the faculty participants were: two Black men,
three White women, and five White men. Demographics for the student participants were: one
Black woman, three White women, one Hispanic woman, and two White men. The participants’
diverse demographics, varying levels of responsibility, and personal educational experiences
contributed to the credibility of this study and allowed for a detailed description of the case
(Stake, 1995).
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Table 1
Faculty Participants
Faculty Participant

Position

Years in Education

Method of Participation

Andy

Principal

30

Interview/Direct Observation

Brian

Assistant
Principal

22

Interview/Focus
Group/Direct Observation

Carl

Safety Officer

8

Interview/Focus
Group/Direct Observation

David

Assistant
Principal

21

Interview/Focus
Group/Direct Observation

Erica

Teacher Leader

16

Interview/Direct Observation

Frank

School Resource
Officer

7

Interview/Focus Group

Giselle

Teacher Leader

16

Interview/Direct Observation

Harrison

Teacher Leader

13

Interview/Direct Observation

Isaac

Counseling
Department
Head
School Case
Worker

6

Interview/Direct Observation

15

Interview

18

Focus Group/Direct
Observation

Jocelyn
Kevin

Safety Officer
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Table 2
Student Participants
Student Participant

Age

Method of Participation

Lisa

18

Focus Group

Michael

18

Focus Group

Nora

18

Focus Group

Olivia

18

Focus Group

Paige

18

Focus Group

Quentin

18

Focus Group

Rylan

18

Focus Group
Results

The themes of this study are presented below. Each theme and subtheme are byproducts
of extensive data analysis and synthesis generated from individual interviews, focus groups, and
direct observations collected in the field. The data is presented visually via the below diagram,
and narratively throughout the remainder of this section.
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Figure 1
Themes and Subthemes

Positive Relationships
Cultivating and sustaining positive relationships with faculty, parents, and students is
essential for a safety culture to exist in a secondary school. Nearly every participant expressed
how important it was to connect and stay engaged in the school environment. When describing
how parents and students willingly provided tips to faculty regarding safety concerns, Brian
stated that “it all comes back to the relationship piece because we’re actively involved with kids,
teachers, and parents in terms of community.” School leaders focus on building trust and
prioritizing faculty to be present, remaining available and approachable to help solve problems,
report suspicious activity, or respond to crises. School leaders who can sustain positive
relationships indirectly create conditions for keeping students and faculty safe through a
networked and shared threat awareness in which students and parents can provide faculty with
indicators and early warning to emerging safety concerns.
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Building Trust
In 2015, CHS’s safety culture was tested when students simultaneously approached
Andy, David, and the SRO, and reported that two students were plotting to conduct a mass
shooting that day. The two students were apprehended, investigated by law enforcement, and
later convicted of conspiring to commit murder. All faculty participants involved in this event
stated that the trust formed between students and faculty was the critical factor that prevented a
potentially catastrophic event. David recalled how his relationship with one of the conspiring
students enabled him to effectively respond and apprehend him out of class, “Andy and I, and
our school resource officer pulled him out of class. The goal was not to escalate the situation.
The fact that I had a rapport with him already helped.” Recounting the 2015 event and thinking
about current safety challenges, Brian stated, “my biggest concern is just continuing, trying to
build good relationships with students…hopefully the kids feel safe enough to talk to an adult…
and that’s been the saving grace, and in a large part for this building. The kids.”
Building trust takes time and applies not only to faculty-student relationships but also to
faculty-faculty relationships where cohesion contributes to a safety culture. Giselle remembered
when she started working at CHS, it took a couple of years to learn school personalities and
protocols. When school leaders ask educators to accomplish a task, “we do it because we are part
of a team, and I think that’s kind of like a long-term buildup of trust, and we do what they say.”
Additionally, building trust and having positive relationships contributed to staff continuity and
career retention at CHS. Brian indicated that “some have been at the school for 27 years, half
their career they didn’t get a raise. They stayed because of the interpersonal relationships. I
believe. . .they stayed because it’s hard to find those relationships.”
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Availability and Approachability
One of the ways to sustain positive relationships is to remain available and approachable
to other faculty members, parents, and students. When asked how kids are made to feel safe
enough to approach a law enforcement officer on problems they may be having, Frank answered,
“being present, you have to be available, and you have to be approachable…you have to be here
every day. They need to know you.” David described CHS as a “people first building” and stated
that being visible is essential to keeping the school safe. “One of the biggest things that I cannot
stress enough is just us getting out of our offices and being out in the hallways and talking to
teachers, talking to kids.” Similarly, Andy routinely walks around the school building in the
morning, during lunch, and in the afternoon to speak to students and staff, while maintaining an
open-door policy for anyone desiring to talk to him during the day.
Shared Threat Awareness
School leaders who can create and sustain positive relationships indirectly develop a
layer of internal security where all stakeholders mutually support one another to keep each other
safe. After the 2015 school shooting threat was prevented, Andy called a school assembly and
applauded the students for their vigilance, “I thanked them for having courage to speak up,
because it helped us nullify a very potentially dangerous situation very quickly, by being able to
determine who was responsible and seeing if he was here to get to the students.” Nora briefly
described another event that happened her freshman year in 2018 when a student was
apprehended for planning to commit atrocities at school. “They do a pretty good job to make
sure everybody stays safe so we can focus on learning. We had a threat … my freshman year at
this school. They handled it pretty well. They shut it down.”
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As positive relationships develop in school, shared threat awareness becomes part of the
school’s culture. Most participants reiterated how important it was for everyone to adhere to the
adage “see something, say something.” Carl recounted, “we’ve had pretty good success…I think
when that type of thing becomes part of the DNA of the school, it just becomes a natural
response to stuff that kids are willing to stand up,” implying that student reporting of safety
concerns becomes the default behavior when students trust school faculty. This “DNA” that Carl
described is also the byproduct of effective leadership that is collaborative and participatory.
Collaborative and Participatory Leadership
Safety culture thrived at CHS due to the school principal, assistant principals, and teacher
leaders embracing collaborative and participatory approaches to leadership. Contrary to
traditional, authoritative styles where leaders give orders and direction without acknowledging
feedback or expert opinion, collaborative and participatory leadership involves active listening,
empathy, valuing feedback, and shared decision-making (Northouse, 2021) to create a safety
culture. Andy described his experience when he led his first teacher leader meeting as the new
principal at CHS, “I had an agenda, went through it and said here’s what we are going to do...
One of the department chairs came up to me later and shut the door... he said that’s not how we
do things here.” Andy stated that the department chairs/teacher leaders enjoyed the discourse,
wanted to provide input, and liked to think about how to implement the details of administrative
policy. “I very quickly modified my style to be much more collaborative…shared decisionmaking, involving a lot of people in the decision, seeking input.” Andy’s evolved leadership
style was observed to involve openness to feedback and ideas, always learning and adapting,
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promoting a sense of preparedness throughout the school, and leading with humility and
decisiveness.
Open to Feedback and Ideas
The principal and other school leaders at CHS valued the input, feedback, and ideas of all
school stakeholders. During an observed teacher leader meeting, the school nurse described a
new COVID policy that was recently state-mandated. Teacher leaders collaborated on details
specific to CHS, and the principal decided to implement their ideas as policy and communicated
the updated approach to the parent advisory council that same evening. When asked if there were
any school leader characteristics that he did not respect, Isaac responded, “No, and the reason
why is that people are able to voice their opinion, and I think most people feel safe voicing that
opinion.” Erica corroborated Isaac’s assessment and stated that she had a lot of respect for the
school principal and the administrative team. “Andy does a great job of bouncing ideas off of,
not only his administrative team, but department chairs as well…in doing so, he gets a lot of
buy-in if what he wants is something new.” The newness of ideas and change usually produces
internal staff friction and complicated challenges unless school leaders promote a safety culture
that is constantly learning and adapting for overall school improvement.
Always Learning and Adapting
While discussing safety challenges with the CHS faculty safety team, they expressed that
the students were always one step ahead of school staff regarding new technology, popular
cultural trends, and potential safety concerns. Frank pointed out that the staff was “trying to be
teachable and stay with the times…whatever the threat is, we just have to change with the
times.” Carl remarked that the key is to “remain pliable enough to realize, hey, they’re ahead of
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us and now we need to go ahead and make this change so that we can stay up with what’s going
on.”
All CHS faculty safety team members agreed that safety training from the school district
headquarters was inadequate. Mandatory safety classes had not been updated in many years, and
Kevin said that he wished safety training was more relevant, “you know, like keeping up with the
drug activities, keeping up with the gangs, things like that is something that would really help us
to keep ahead of the game with seeing what we’re looking at in the halls.” To alleviate the
impact of poor training, the school leadership relied heavily on student councils and subject
matter experts, like the school caseworker and SRO, to learn and adapt to the changing safety
environment, what David called “promoting preparedness.”
Promoting Preparedness
During a lockdown drill focused on evaluating the immediate actions of teachers locking
and barricading their respective classrooms in response to an active attack scenario, school
leaders and law enforcement officers worked together to resolve issues regarding failing
barricades. The lockdown protocol required teachers to lock their classroom doors, barricade the
doors with a step-ladder, and turn off the lights. During the lockdown drill debrief, the safety
officers and administrators reported to the principal that many of the barricades had failed to
effectively buttress the doors. The SRO provided a solution to the problem by recommending a
procedural change that required teachers to place grip tape on their classroom floors next to the
door to better stabilize the legs of the step-ladder as a barricade. The principal agreed to
implement the SRO’s idea, making a small yet critical modification to safety protocol that could
potentially save lives in a crisis. This is just one example of CHS’s safety culture that promotes
preparedness while publicly acknowledging faculty contributions to resolving safety concerns.
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Harrison recounted a time when the school received a bomb threat, and everyone was
evacuated to the football stadium for accountability. As he watched students and faculty
consolidate at the stadium while law enforcement officers cleared the building, Harrison
expressed his concerns to school leaders about the vulnerability of the school stadium as a
lucrative location to emplace a bomb, while the adjacent tree line offered a concealed location
for a sniper to fire upon students trapped in the stadium. The school leadership listened to
Harrison’s concerns and modified the bomb threat protocol accordingly. “So now when we have
a threat, and we’ve had several threats since then, they’ll send an email to the teachers saying
they are on modified lockdown…and they’ll patrol the outside perimeter of the building,”
implying that the SRO and safety officers are looking for suspicious devices before evacuating
the building. Promoting preparedness and adapting to ever-changing threats and circumstances
requires leaders who are flexible, optimistic, and possess a characteristic called decisive
humility.
Decisive Humility
During staff and council meetings, while walking the hallways in the morning, and as
described by faculty and students in their interviews, Andy demonstrated a characteristic best
described as decisive humility. Possessing 30 years of educator experience, Andy was observed
to have a keen, intuitive grasp on how to best protect students while providing them with the
highest quality education they deserve. During a parent advisory council meeting, Andy was
questioned by concerned parents who were distraught over the unexpected firing of the school
district superintendent by the school board. Exuding enthusiasm and marked energy, Andy
described the guidance that he gave the teacher leaders and staff, “to stay focused on the good
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things at CHS, we have a good school, we have a lot of things to be thankful for.” Andy’s innate
ability to empathize with people and remain humble and optimistic was intrinsically decisive.
Jocelyn recalled two-child trauma-related programs that Andy decided to implement after
listening to her and the school psychiatrist’s recommendations, inferring that the principal
actively listened to their expertise, made a decision, and followed through with that decision. She
stated how important the quality of “principal follow-through” was to implementing mental
health/trauma-related school programs, “I found that other social workers have a really hard
time, and other schools have a really hard time when they have a principal that doesn’t follow
through…that’s when you lose your audience.” Andy proved to be a balanced leader who was
decisive and had a bias for action while remaining humble enough to know that he needed to
listen to the expertise and counsel of experts, parents, and students to make the best-informed
decisions for the good of the school. Andy’s decisive humility leadership characteristic is most
recognizable by the extensive empowerment granted to CHS students.
Student Empowerment
After reflecting on the 2015 school shooting threat and various safety concerns, Andy
educated himself on successful student involvement programs. Conferring with staff, parents,
and students, Andy created the student-led and faculty-mentored Reinventing the School
Environment (RISE) councils at CHS. The RISE councils were categorized into four parts:
school safety, anti-bullying, keeping it real, and cultural awareness. When asked about a novel
approach implemented at the school to improve school safety, Andy said, “I think anytime you
can get students involved working with teachers.” He then described the bullying hotline and the
“See Something, Say Something” posters created by the RISE safety council and art department.
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At CHS, empowering students through inclusion and voice, ownership, and improving the school
environment is a top priority.
Inclusion and Voice
The school principal, administrators, and teacher leaders accept their roles as facilitators
of student empowerment. When asked to describe an experience where the faculty inspired
safety improvement, Erica stated that “I think it kind of goes back to allowing students to have a
voice, and Andy implemented these groups that students could choose to be a part of…whether
it’s improving the school grounds…or doing murals in the school.” She concluded that she
believed “creating a collaborative environment…can contribute to less [sic] safety incidents
around the school.” As the mentor for the RISE cultural awareness council, Brian mentioned a
new medium modeled after “TEDTalks” in the school where students can “have more voice,
how to have more students of color, and represent a population of being involved and
active…kids wanted to express and share their culture.” Through councils, murals, and podcast
talks, all students are granted inclusion and voice, producing a sense of shared ownership in the
school.
Ownership
At the beginning of the parent advisory council meeting, Andy allowed the student class
president and a RISE council member to open up the meeting with an update on student-led
initiatives and upcoming events. Empowering students to work with the principal and school
counselor demonstrated a sense of shared ownership at CHS. While mentoring the RISE safety
council, David allowed the students to converse during the 40-minute meeting on an idea to
create “kindness” awareness, only interceding to guide the students on how to communicate their
vision most effectively throughout the school. Isaac reinforced this observation, “For school
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climate, I would say some of the things that I’ve experienced is just the kids’ desire to be
involved in their school climate…Andy has allowed the kids to kind of take ownership of their
building.” Ultimately, the school environment improves when students are enabled to make
recommendations, decisions, and take the necessary actions that demonstrate a sense of shared
ownership of the school.
Improving School Environment
As the name implies, the purpose of the student-led RISE council is to empower students
to improve their school environment. Some of the ways that CHS students have improved their
school environment is by having the art students paint murals reflecting school spirit in the
hallways and female restrooms. This student-initiated act reduced illicit school graffiti and
aesthetically enhanced the school’s interior design. When discussing the school climate, Isaac
was optimistic. “It’s only going to go up, mostly because I think we’re just pushing more and
more for the kids to be able to tell us, rather than us tell the kids, how we should navigate the
school.” During the RISE council, the students discussed how they were going to bring
awareness to their “kindness” initiative, designed to encourage students to perform random acts
of kindness towards faculty members and students who may be dealing with personal life
challenges. This novel approach to improving the school environment is instrumental in creating
conditions that contribute to school safety culture.
Outlier Data and Findings
Secondary school educators are a diverse population of public servants who have varying
backgrounds, experiences, and opinions. The faculty participants’ experience levels ranged from
6 to 30 years. Unsurprisingly, outlier data emerged due to extensive data collection and analysis.
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Stress on Faculty
Jocelyn shared that after 15 years as a caseworker in public schools, she was leaving
CHS. Although she stated that she felt safe at CHS, she was disturbed by the external factors and
conditions affecting student mental health. “Seeing the kids and how much, how sicker they’re
getting, with the impact of social media…access to firearms.” She exclaimed that after the school
shooting in Michigan, it became clear that that situation could happen anywhere. As an example,
school faculty members can refer students with mental health concerns to a medical facility, but
it becomes the parents’ responsibility to ensure the mental health evaluation is conducted without
having a feedback obligation to school faculty verifying whether or not the evaluation occurred.
“That’s a huge reason why I’m leaving is those things not everybody can control, especially the
stress that the staff are under now, things are getting missed…and that is going to be life or death
eventually.”
Faculty Safety Committee No Longer Formalized
With so much emphasis on building positive relationships, leading collaboratively, and
empowering students to have ownership and improve their school environment, CHS no longer
has an established faculty-exclusive safety committee. David shared that no longer having a
more organized safety committee could be good or bad. “I think part of the reason that we have
moved away from it is it often seemed like there wasn’t much talk at the meeting and talking
about the same thing over and over again.” A variety of factors, including the prioritization of the
RISE safety council, Andy’s open-door policy, and improved safety procedures and protocols,
appeared to have made the pre-established safety committee irrelevant. Carl agreed that even
though there is no formal mechanism focused on faculty discussing safety issues, the faculty
remains vigilant and prepared. “I think safety-wise, we continue to be aware of what
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happens…we have conversations.” Another point David made was that “whenever there was a
concern or an issue, it already came forward.” In essence, the formalized safety committee may
have become irrelevant and unresponsive to the immediate solutions required to solve safety
problems with a sense of urgency.
Research Question Responses
The faculty and student participants provided a comprehensive understanding of how
CHS leaders foster a safety culture. Interviewing eighteen participants and observing six events
relevant to school safety revealed that school leaders foster a safety culture by building and
sustaining positive relationships, leading by collaboration and participation, and empowering
students. The following research question and corresponding sub-questions were answered.
Central Research Question
How do school leaders foster a safety culture in secondary school? The findings
identified three central themes: positive relationships, collaborative and participatory leadership,
and student empowerment. The most salient element that coalesces these three themes, and their
corresponding subthemes, is the school principal’s transformational leadership style. Isaac said
of Andy, “He really wants the school as a whole to be a place where people feel safe and
welcomed, and he does a lot to make sure that we are exuding that same kind of energy.”
Transformational school leaders foster a safety culture where faculty, parents, and students trust
them, feel they contribute, and want to follow them.
Sub-Question One
How do school leaders foster a safety culture in secondary school through idealized
influence? Faculty participants respect Andy because he sets a positive, professional example.
The assistant principals and teacher leaders feed off his optimism and immediately look to him
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for guidance and direction during challenging times. During the weekly administrator meeting,
an assistant principal addressed that staff shortages due to COVID-19 were stressing the staff’s
ability to fill morning duty quotas. Andy immediately volunteered to direct traffic in the
mornings that week to relieve pressure off the teachers.
Brian said that what makes Andy different is his physical leadership. “Our principal is in
the trenches too, he does hall duty, he’s out there at the beginning of the day, and I think that
he’s out there at the bus duty…He will get involved directly.” Andy models his values and
expectations, never asking a faculty member or student to do something he would not do. Giselle
described her loyalty, “I will follow him into a fire. And so I’ve spent my last few years of being
a semi-leader at this school, trying to pick apart how he does what he does.”
Sub-Question Two
How do school leaders foster a safety culture in secondary school through inspirational
motivation? Coinciding with availability, presence, and setting the example, Andy exudes
optimism and positivity, even during moments of contention. During the teacher leader meeting,
parent advisory council, and administrator meeting, stakeholders were concerned about the
recent hostile firing of the district superintendent by the school board. In every instance, Andy
eschewed negativity and resisted the temptation to delve into school board politics. Instead, the
principal refocused the audiences towards the outstanding achievements of the CHS students,
accentuating a positive outlook aligned to an optimistic future that CHS would continue to thrive
academically, athletically, and within the community. From a student’s perspective, Michael
stated that “our leadership is good. Like everyone respects the people. Everyone respects Andy,
Brian, all them.” Immediately following the aftermath of the 2015 school shooting threat, Andy
publicly addressed the students and thanked them for their courage, and inspired them to

97
continue to protect one another because CHS was their school. Capitalizing on relationships,
remaining open to feedback, and empowering students to own their environment were stimulated
by the principal’s innate talent to inspire and motivate others.
Sub-Question Three
How do school leaders foster a safety culture in secondary school through intellectual
stimulation? Nearly all faculty participants mentioned that the student-led RISE councils
provided a novel example of how Andy was not tethered to conventional, top-down thinking of
how to improve safety culture and school climate. Erica stated that “he likes having the student
input…he’s just trying to have different options for students so they can be involved.” As Andy
stimulates students and faculty to get creative about improving the school environment, he is
indirectly fostering school safety culture through empowerment.
Another way Andy intellectually stimulates his staff is through deliberate faculty
development while providing them with realistic, achievable objectives for the program. During
the morning walkthrough, Andy stated that he had participated in a professional development
session focused on equity and relationships the previous night. The equity topic was
recommended by the school teacher leaders and incidentally corresponded to building a safety
culture. Andy explained, “You know something about safety in relationships, you’ve got to
consider equity as well. Because if you can’t build relationships with your minority students in
your class which then impacts safety.” As part of the professional development plan, Andy spoke
to the teacher leaders and described his intent to develop a comprehensive, school-specific equity
plan before the beginning of the next academic year.
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Sub-Question Four
How do school leaders foster a safety culture in secondary school through individualized
consideration? Faculty and student participants acknowledged that reception to feedback,
openness, approachability, and active listening are the most impactful ways school leaders can
foster a safety culture through individualized consideration. These attributes were found not to be
principal exclusive but inculcated in many school leaders. Quentin said, “David, out of all the
APs, I can instantly go to…he actually listens and will turn off everything else and just zone in
on me.” Paige and Lisa stated that Isaac was their go-to faculty member because they trusted
him, made them feel secure, and helped them solve problems. These findings indicate a safety
culture where both students and faculty are empowered to listen, empathize, collaborate, and
solve problems together.
Summary
Secondary school leaders were found to foster a school safety culture by developing and
sustaining positive relationships, leading through collaboration and participation, and
empowering students to take ownership of their shared environment. Rigid, unidirectional school
leaders who fail to listen to their people and adapt to changing circumstances are anachronisms
and will likely expose their students to unnecessary physical and emotional harm. Conversely, it
was discovered through this study that transformational leaders, as described in the Avolio and
Bass’ (1991) full range of leadership model, are highly effective at keeping their students and
faculty safe. While mandated safety policies and protocols are important, it is the successful
school leader who improves the safety culture of the school by modeling a positive example,
motivating others to achieve a higher purpose, stimulating creativity, and considering the
uniqueness of the individuals within their span of authority and responsibility.
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSION
Overview
The purpose of this embedded single case study was to describe how school leaders foster
a culture of safety in a secondary school in central Atlantic State. This chapter begins with a
discussion that connects the findings of this study to empirical and theoretical sources while
interpreting thematic findings into a description of the case related to how school leaders foster a
safety culture in secondary school. Next, this chapter will provide policy, practice, theoretical,
and methodological implications, as well as the limitations and delimitations relevant to this
study. Recommendations for future research on the subjects of leadership and school safety
culture are incorporated into the conclusion of this chapter.
Discussion
After identifying a gap in the literature related to leadership and school safety, this study
began with the question, “How do school leaders foster safety culture in secondary school?” This
central research question was underpinned by the Avolio & Bass (1991) full range of leadership
model as the conceptual framework, specifically the four components of transformational
leadership. The site selected for this study was a secondary school that had a reputation as an
exemplar case of school safety culture. The district and school leadership were highly supportive
and authorized access to the site, recruitment of participants, and facilitated data collection on
location at the school. The thematic findings resulting from the analysis and synthesis of the data
are described in this section. Interpretations of the thematic findings, implications for policy and
practice, and theoretical and empirical implications are provided, as well as a conclusion that
describes the study’s limitations and delimitations and recommendations for future research
regarding school leadership and safety culture.
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Interpretation of Findings
This section discusses the summary of thematic findings resulting from data collection,
analysis, and thematic development. The summary provides a brief overview of the three themes
described in Chapter Four. My interpretation of the findings will also be presented, connecting
the findings to theoretical and empirical literature while contributing new knowledge regarding
how school leaders foster a safety culture in secondary school.
Summary of Thematic Findings
The findings revealed that school leaders foster a safety culture in secondary school
through positive relationships, collaborative and participatory leadership, and student
empowerment. Positive relationships were discovered to be the foundational component of a
school safety culture where students and parents trust school officials to protect them. The
findings revealed that relationships flourish in a school environment in which leaders are
collaborative and participatory in their style, seeking feedback and ideas that result in a shared
decision-making process. I observed this form of openness creates an atmosphere in which
faculty, parents, and students felt comfortable allowing their voices to be heard, resulting in a
sense of shared preparedness in which safety problems were immediately addressed, and crises
were averted. The school principal I observed demonstrated a unique blend of characteristics,
best described as decisive humility, that allowed him to be comfortable with empowering
students to own and improve their shared school environment. In the end, this study revealed a
mutually-supporting safety culture dynamic at the school in which all stakeholders worked
together to protect against external and internal safety threats.
People are the Enduring Priority. The distilled essence of the findings is that a school
safety culture requires placing a renewed primacy on people, or in David’s words, being “a
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people-first building.” Maybe the reason why safety culture is absent in many secondary schools
(Abernathy, 2019; Calik et al., 2018; Cobbina et al., 2020; Jagodzinski, 2019; Konishi et al.,
2021; Madfis et al., 2021) is that traditional thinking about school safety typically revolves
around physical security, technological enhancements, and funding (Calik et al., 2018;
Zimmerman & Astor, 2021). My findings underscore how invaluable relationships are to
fostering a safety culture, and consequently, building a shared awareness of possible threats and
a sense of collaborative school environment ownership. Relationships that connect faculty,
parents, and students create a network of information, resources, and mutual support that fosters
both physical and emotional safety cultures.
When school leaders prioritize relationships and the professional development of their
staff, they evolve together as a cohesive team. An example of this phenomenon is how school
leaders employ their assigned SROs. Curran et al. (2021) identified that SROs were of
questionable effectiveness due to being disconnected from faculty and students while focusing
their attention more on student punishment than student development. Curran et al.’s (2021)
findings dissociate with the aforementioned literature and explain the effectiveness of Frank, the
CHS SRO, and his predecessor, who focused on building rapport with students, fostering
positive relationships with faculty, and only involved themselves in school administration
matters when requested. Andy reinforced this point, “Whoever said they shouldn’t be in the
building, they are not doing it right. Because it’s not about intimidation, and tackling kids, it’s
about building relationships and bridging a gap between the sheriff’s office and students.”
Andy’s assessment directly aligns with Zhang’s (2019) recommendation that SROs become
liaisons to the community focused on positive relationships to help proactively prevent violence
instead of just merely reacting to crime.
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One of the findings of this study was a connection between faculty relationships and
professional continuity. Brian, David, Erica, and Giselle all mentioned how their positive
relationships with school leaders and other faculty members were the primary factor in deciding
to stay at CHS instead of pursuing career enhancement opportunities in other schools. This
finding corresponds with the empirical literature suggesting that teachers who felt mistrusted,
poorly led, and unsafe typically burned out after a few years (Agotenes et al., 2020; Anderman et
al., 2018; McMahon et al., 2020). Faculty continuity was found to contribute to collaboration,
coordination, and receptiveness to one another’s feedback and ideas. Moreover, professionally
stabilized faculty members were better equipped with experience and pattern-recognition skills
when presented with safety challenges, thus promoting a sense of preparedness by being able to
identify suspicious activities and interdict criminal behavior before it escalated into a serious
safety problem.
Parental relationships are especially important for schools that want to develop a safety
culture. My findings corroborate the Hamlin and Lee (2020) and Caridade et al. (2020) assertions
that actively involved parents serve as a crime deterrent, resulting in improved school climate
and reduced student behavioral problems. Due to the open and participatory atmosphere that
Andy intentionally fostered, CHS parents were consistently kept informed by school staff on
topics related to student performance, school programs, and policy changes. Additionally, the
Parent Advisory Council provided a venue for Andy and the student-led councils to engage with
parents on key issues that impacted school policy while listening to parents’ ideas and addressing
their concerns.
My findings corroborated Pyo’s (2020) assertion that empowering the student population
to take ownership of their school environment and calling out suspicious behavior contributes to
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fostering a school safety culture. As Carl pointed out, the 2015 mass shooting threat was avoided
because of the students’ “natural response” to stand up and alert faculty and law enforcement on
behavior that threatened the school’s collective safety. However, diverging slightly from
Cohen’s (2021) suggestion that school leaders should prioritize character education over
academic education to mitigate safety challenges, my findings revealed that school curriculum
could remain constant as long as students are provided with a means to lead activities and
collaborate with peers and mentors on how to best contribute to owning their school
environment. Similar to the Rappaport (2021) conclusion that sustainable safety initiatives result
from focusing on student needs, Andy intentionally transformed school programs to prioritize
student feedback as the catalyst for safety reform.
Transformational Leadership. There are various types of leadership styles created to
describe how leaders influence their people to achieve a common goal (Northouse, 2021). As the
school leader in this study, Andy exhibited all four components of transformational leadership as
described in the Avolio and Bass (1991) full range of leadership model, and none of the
transactional leadership components of contingent reward or management-by-exception that may
have reduced his leadership credibility amongst his staff. For example, Andy’s transformational
style was tested early in 2020 when CHS had to rapidly adjust schedules and protocols during the
COVID-19 pandemic. Brian recalled, “due to his flexibility we transitioned very easily…he’s not
rigid in any particular area about how to go about solving a problem…he’s pretty agile with his
ideas and philosophy.” Andy’s flexibility and grace under pressure were just a few qualities that
corroborated Bharadwaja and Tripathi’s (2021) conclusion that transformational leadership
qualities contributed to organizational commitment. Another example of Andy’s
transformational leadership was when he reflected on his school’s response to the 2015 school
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shooting threat, conducted self-study, and pitched the idea to develop the student-led councils to
his staff which later became codified as school programs. This finding agrees with the Zaman
and Abbasi (2020) study that suggested that individual and organizational learning contributes to
high-performing organizational effectiveness. Throughout this study, Andy demonstrated
leadership characteristics that can be best defined as decisive humility (see Figure 2).
Figure 2
Decisive Humility

Decisive humility is a unique blend of four leadership traits: confidence, intuition,
empathy, and bias for action. Confidence is predicated on the leader’s sense of strong selfefficacy grounded on their values. Intuition is developed through experience and pattern
recognition over time and is often referred to as the gut instinct. Consequently, intuition becomes
more potent with time, increasing confidence to make tough decisions and accept prudent risk.
Empathy is the regulator of decisive humility that balances the leader in understanding multiple
points of view. Leaders who have decisive humility recognize that they do not have all the
answers, so they should solicit feedback from the team before making a decision, as time
permits. The bias for action means that once the leader makes a decision, that decision is carried
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out with vigor and enthusiasm, sometimes personally by the leader to set a positive example and
steel the team’s resolve to achieve a common goal.
Confidence, intuition, and empathy are both inputs and outputs of decisive humility.
When Andy decided to volunteer to personally direct morning school traffic all week due to
personnel shortages, he demonstrated decisive humility through his self-mastery of confidence,
intuition, and empathy while instilling these same leadership traits onto his staff. Decisive
humility was an observed meta-trait that Andy possessed and exuded as the principal of CHS,
and it was the characteristic that enabled him to be genuinely transformational as a leader.
Implications for Policy or Practice
The findings of this study have implications for policy and practice related to public
secondary schools and school leadership. This section discusses policy implications first, specific
to the school and district-level recommendations. Next, this section will make recommendations
for practitioners at the school level for improving training and education for school leaders,
faculty, and SROs.
Implications for Policy
Due to fiscal constraints in every level of government, state and local policymakers
should prioritize investment in high-caliber school leaders over physical security enhancements.
As discovered in this study, leadership and high-caliber educators are more significant to
fostering a school safety culture than costly physical security measures. Investments in human
capital will bolster individual secondary schools’ ability to effectively support student
empowerment programs with the right capabilities and the right people to mentor them. I
recommend that policymakers provide resourcing and guidance to individual schools, permitting
school leaders to be creative in empowering students and codifying student-led programs tailored
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specifically to the uniqueness of their schools. Furthermore, it would be prudent for
policymakers to ensure that non-traditional subject-matter experts are incorporated onto school
staff and accessible to students. These professionals include behavioral health specialists, victim
advocates, caseworkers, and SROs who can serve as additional resources to help troubled
students while serving as mandatory reporters if they uncover a potential threat to an individual
or collective school safety.
Implications for Practice
The primary implications for practice focus on school leadership training and education.
One recommendation is to incorporate transformational leadership and safety culture into school
administrator education programs, dedicated purposely to the practical application within a
school setting. Another recommendation is to educate both school leaders and faculty on how to
incorporate relationship-building and student empowerment most effectively into the DNA of the
school. It is essential for school leaders and faculty to be taught why building positive
relationships and empowering students is essential to fostering a school safety culture. These
recommendations can be supported by sharing best practices and lessons learned amongst
adjacent schools and school districts through benchmarking programs. This cross-pollination of
experiences will stimulate creative ways to craft school-specific safety initiatives for improving
overall safety culture.
School safety officer training can also be improved. As Kevin lamented, districtmandated safety training programs are inadequate and irrelevant. Expert practitioners, such as
local law enforcement agencies, should be empowered by school districts to lead safety training
programs being taught to school safety officers. These experts have up-to-date information on
current threats to school safety and can provide school personnel with effective techniques and
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procedures used in the field to prevent these threats from manifesting on school property.
Additionally, school safety metrics should be continuously updated to reflect evolving threats,
and school leaders can use these metrics as the criteria for conducting debriefs with their teams
following lockdown rehearsals or safety inspections.
Theoretical and Empirical Implications
The Avolio and Bass (1991) full range of leadership model was used as the conceptual
framework for this study. This model was validated as a relevant and suitable framework for
understanding how transformational school leaders make decisions and act in ways that foster a
school safety culture. Additionally, the Avolio and Bass (1991) model was extended by my
findings by discovering a leadership meta-trait called decisive humility. Based on the findings
from this study, I concluded that the Avolio and Bass (1991) full range of leadership model’s
transformational leadership components, the 4I’s of idealized influence, inspirational motivation,
intellectual stimulation, and individualized consideration, are behaviors, while decisive humility
is the characteristic that enables the leader to be authentically transformational (see Figure 3).
The empirical and theoretical literature on transformational leadership is supported by the
findings of this study (Bass & Riggio, 2006; Martinez-Corcoles et al., 2020; Robertson, 2018;
Schuesslbaur et al., 2018). However, there is no coalescing leadership meta-trait mentioned in
the literature or the Avolio and Bass (1991) full range of leadership model that explains what an
effective transformational leader has. The literature only corroborates what an effective
transformational leader does. This newfound knowledge reinforces the relevance of
transformational leadership and opens the door for discovering how to cultivate decisive humility
in future leaders.
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Figure 3.
Decisive Humility and Transformational Leadership Components

This study also complements the empirical literature by uncovering that school faculty
retention can be linked to positive and meaningful professional relationships. As Brian
recounted, most teacher leaders and assistant principals stayed at CHS and resisted promotion
opportunities because they loved their job and were very satisfied with their leadership. This
finding corresponded slightly to Hildenbrand et al. (2018) and Rajendran et al. (2020), who
focused on transformational leaders and their ability to mitigate employee burnout; however, I
concluded that there is a need for a renewed focus on relationship building. Focusing on
relationships can also be evaluated as a mechanism for retaining highly qualified and motivated
professional educators in the public sector. Similarly, this study corroborates Deng et al.’s (2020)
and Pierce et al.’s (2021) emphasis on the importance of student collaborative forums for
improving academic performance, confidence, and a growth mindset. My study builds on the
empirical literature by shedding light on an exemplar case of a successful school that empowers
students through informal and formal ways to inspire ownership in their school environment and
indirectly promote preparedness and shared threat awareness.
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Limitations and Delimitations
There were three key limitations in this study. First, the site demographics of students and
faculty were predominately White. This limitation was mitigated by ensuring that cultural
minorities and women were recruited to achieve a more diverse sample. The second limitation
was being constrained to the timeframe of the school academic year. Faculty members and
students were not available during December, June, July, and August, so data collection had to
occur during working hours and on weekdays when school was in session. The third limitation
was that direct observations had to happen on-site, not virtually, to effectively experience the
social dynamics that unfolded in the natural environment.
Selecting a single, exemplar case instead of a multiple case study was a delimitation of
this study. During the initial stages of this study, I wanted to study a successful case where both
the site and school leader had a reputation for having a sterling safety culture. I chose this site
after reading news articles on the thwarted mass shooting in 2015, analyzing open-source school
statistics, and word-of-mouth recommendations. Another delimitation was selecting students and
faculty over the age of 18. This decision was made because student participants over the age of
18 would be able to provide more relevant, more profound, and richer answers to the focus group
questions than younger students.
Recommendations for Future Research
A quantitative study that evaluates the relationship between safety culture and student
empowerment is recommended. This type of research can be used to validate the efficacy of this
study specific to the theme of student empowerment and the formal establishment of student-led
safety councils. Another recommendation for a quantitative study is the determination of the
relationship between transformational leadership and school safety culture, utilizing the
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Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire (MLQ) – 5 to statistically assess school leaders’
transformational characteristics in comparison to school-specific safety statistics.
For future qualitative studies, a phenomenology that investigates the experiences of
classroom teachers with three to five years of experience is recommended. This particular
demographic has a unique perspective on school safety at the classroom level and should provide
thick, rich descriptions of their respective training program and their relevance to keeping
students safe in the classroom. Additionally, we need more qualitative and quantitative studies to
explore the concept of decisive humility as both a behavior and an attribute for transformational
leaders in a variety of contexts, including the military, professional sports, and business
organizations.
Conclusion
The purpose of this study was to describe how school leaders foster a safety culture in
secondary schools. After conducting a literature review and framing this study in the Avolio and
Bass (1991) full range of leadership model, I developed a single, embedded case study focusing
on a successful, exemplar case. Faculty and student participants were interviewed and observed
on-site at a public high school until data saturation was achieved. The data were analyzed and
synthesized into three overarching themes that describe how school leaders foster a safety culture
in secondary school: positive relationships, collaborative and participatory leadership, and
student empowerment. The most important takeaway from this study is that secondary schools
remain safe when leaders place a primacy on the relationships and empowerment of school
stakeholders, not becoming over-reliant on mere physical security measures to protect them.
Safety culture is created from the ground up at the student level, and it requires leaders who have
decisive humility to grow and sustain it until it is pervasive at every level.
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Site Approval Letter
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Appendix C
Faculty Participant Recruitment Letter
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Appendix D
Student Participant Recruitment Letter
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Appendix E
Faculty Consent Form
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Appendix F
Student Consent Form
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Appendix G
Focus Group Questions
1. What is the biggest challenge with maintaining a safe learning environment?
2. How is school safety prioritized at your school? CRQ
3. What leadership characteristics have you experienced that best contribute to a culture
of safety at CHS? SQ1
4. How does the school safety culture affect the school’s mission? SQ2
5. How does the school safety culture affect student achievement? SQ4
6. What examples can you describe regarding parent engagement in school safety
culture? CRQ
7. What are some school safety culture challenges? SQ3
8. We’ve been talking about cultivating safety culture in your school. Is there anything
else you would like to add regarding this topic? CRQ

145
Appendix H
Observation Protocol
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Appendix I
Audit Trail
Raw Data

Individual Interviews and Focus Group Interviews were recorded via
two electronic devices for redundancy and files were transferred to a
consolidated electronic folder. Direct Observation protocols were
collected by hand in a professional notebook. Electronic copies were
scanned and stored in the electronic folder. Computer was password
protected. Professional notebook protected under lock/key.

Data Reduction and
Analysis Products

Field notes and memos collected by hand in a professional notebook
and was stored under lock/key.

Data Reconstruction
and Synthesis
Products

Interviews transcribed via Otter.ai and stored electronically in
password protected computer. Interview transcripts were printed and
Level 1 Structural coding occurred by hand on transcripts. Level 1
Descriptive Coding occurred on respective observation protocols.
Level 1 Codes consolidated on comprehensive MS Excel
spreadsheet. Level 2 Pattern Coding occurred for all three methods of
data collection. Data Synthesis produced thematic codes created from
pattern codes. Data Analysis/Synthesis Spreadsheet saved and stored
in electronic folder, password protected computer.

Process Notes

Process notes stored in professional notebook under lock/key

Materials Relating to
Intentions and
Dispositions

Signed Consent Forms were collected, consolidated, and
electronically scanned. Electronic copies saved in electronic folder
under password protected computer. Paper copies of consent forms
consolidated in a folder and stored under lock/key.

Instrument
Development
Information

Preliminary schedules, IRB approval, School District IRB approval,
and site approval collected electronically and saved in password
protected computer. Electronic copies of observation protocols saved
in password protected computer. Hard copies saved in folder under
lock/key.

